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1. The Reichstag fire in West German historiography

Few events in the twentieth century have been as traumatic for so many people as the Second World War. It is understandable that an event of such proportions has had a profound influence on historiography. Many countries have struggled for a long time to place the events associated with the Second World War in their own histories. This is also the case for post-war Germany. The Germans might even have struggled harder than others to historicize their (Nazi-)past within historiography. Such a statement is supported by the fact that German historians have debated ferociously about Nazi crimes, their place in historiography and the lessons to be learned from them in post-war (West) Germany. These debates have continued throughout the second half of the twentieth century and are still ongoing today.
 

In this thesis, I will examine the way the Reichstag fire has been historicized and the difficulties that had to be overcome for this process to succeed. The impact of the fire on, and placement in, (West) German historiography will be the main line of investigation. The struggles that have been ongoing for seventy-five years to historicize the event, as well as the incapability of the German historical community to come to a final conclusion form an intriguing basis for this thesis. The question is why they have been unable to come to a consensus on the Reichstag fire whilst other European nations have been successful at this. The underlying factors and reasons for this have more than caught my eye.  

In this thesis I have chosen to limit my case study to West German historiography. After the Second World War the division of Germany between the victors was followed by a strict separation of both entities, fueled by the Cold War. Because of this there is a big difference in availability of historiographical works between the (former) East and West. The relative accessibility of West German works compared to East-German works made me opt for West German historiography. Naturally a comparison between East and West could be an obvious choice for future research; this would however be too much for this thesis. 

In the evening of the twenty-seventh of February 1933, the inhabitants of Berlin were shocked and startled by the sight of flares springing up several meters above the dome of the German parliament: the Reichstag. Soon after the fire was noticed, a person was apprehended in the Reichstag building. This person was Marinus van der Lubbe, a Dutch (former) communist. The German authorities, at that time the dominant positions were held by the Nazi’s, claimed that Van der Lubbe was working for the German Communist Party and ordered the arrest of numerous known communists and the shutting down of communist news media. Shortly after the Reichstag fire, general elections were held; the National Socialist Party won by a landslide and took over control of the German Parliament. Soon after the elections, the National Socialist Party, headed by Hitler, took over complete control over the German Parliament and Germany. This event is generally seen as the shift from democracy to a totalitarian (Nazi controlled) state in Germany.
 

Up to the 1960s, most historians were convinced that the Nazi’s were the real culprits behind the arson in the Reichstag; they were, after all, the ones who profited most from the fire and were remarkably quick to respond. In the decades that followed, the debate on the aforementioned question turned and remained fierce. Even today, historians are discussing and debating on who the real culprit was. The question whether Van der Lubbe worked alone, was a communist agent, or a Nazi agitator is still unanswered. In this thesis I do not investigate who was (or were) the real culprit(s), but the way this event was perceived by historians since its occurrence and was placed within German historiography. 

1.1: German historiography in praxis: generations of historians

In order to be able to investigate the process in which a certain event is historicized in historiography, it is important to paint a picture of the German post-war historiography in general. The traumatic experiences during and (shortly) after the Second World War raised a dilemma: how to reflect on your own recent history if it is filled with unspeakable atrocities? There are several ways in which one can cope with such a traumatic past. The first coping strategy is to ignore and just not speak about the traumatic events. A second option is partial acceptance and research into the past and the third option is to investigate it as much as possible in order to bring all the horrible facts to the light. In this respect it is important to realize that these options are not conscious choices, together they form a process of dealing with the past.
 Germany would go through all these three stages during the second half of the twentieth century. In Germany, these stages appear to be closely linked to the transferring of power (including in the field of historiography) from one generation to the next. 

This (natural) transferring of power between generations is of vital importance in post-war Germany and the efforts that have been undertaken to deal with the Nazi past. Generations are groups of people who experience (to a greater or lesser extent) a feeling of horizontal solidarity; in some cases this feeling of solidarity can transcend vertical solidarity (for example towards ones own family).
 There are two different kinds of generations: based on age and based on experiences. In this thesis I will focus on the so-called ‘social generations’ which are based on a (series of) event(s) and experiences that are shared by a certain group. According to Jane Pilcher, in her account of Karl Mannheim’s generational theory, social generations are generally forged by formative experiences in ones youth (from age seventeen onwards).
 

It is obvious that there are generally profound differences between subsequent generations in the way they see life and history. Conflicts between generations regarding the way the past is looked upon do exist; they are the result of the different (and unique) experiences that each generation has. These conflicting views on the past make it viable to take a look at the influence that is exerted by these conflicts on historiography. After the war, some remarkable developments in Germany vis-à-vis the subsequent generations created an important shift in dealing with the past. These developments entailed social and economical changes as well as questions surrounding the punishment of the perpetrators of the Nazi regime. Another notable factor is the way West Germans dealt with the historical traumas of the Nazi era. These factors would remain dominant for decades and exert influence on historiographical processes. 

I distinguish three generations of historians which represent the three coping strategies with the problematic memory of the Reichstag fire. These generations and their horizontal solidarity were based on their formative experiences. The first generation experienced the defeat in the First World War, the humiliating Versailles treaty and the Great Depression in the 1930s. The second generation came of age during or shortly before the Second World War and would experience the unconditional surrender and complete defeat followed by the division of Germany. The third generation is the group that aged during the Cold War which, for West Germany, included the economic boom, the so-called ‘Wirtschaftswunder’ which happened between 1961 and 1973.
 

1.1.1: A generation of perpetrators
In the post-war period (roughly between 1945 and 1965) the German people tended to remain silent about the Nazi atrocities. Hermann Lübbe, a German philosopher, considers this silence a realistic and even responsible response. The silence enabled the former victims and former perpetrators to try and rebuild their shattered state and society; in this process the struggles of the past cannot have a prominent place.
 This can be explained by the fact that the generation of perpetrators was still in power; virtually everyone in Germany had been part of the Nazi regime or its institutions and tools (such as the Wehrmacht or the bureaucracy). With the occupation of Germany by the Allied forces, a program was started which aimed to ensure the denazification of Germany. In theory the program would eradicate anything related to the Nazi’s, symbol and symptom. However, in order to create a society immune to any recrudescence of fascism, the program would have to change the mindset of an entire generation.
  This proved to be impossible as an entire generation of Germans had in one way or the other been part of Nazi Germany and its institutions. Moreover, it was not possible to apply denazification to a number of members of the higher echelons in the industry, government and military because they were needed to keep the country and economy running. Large numbers of German citizens and officials who had been involved or sympathized with the Nazi’s were never held accountable for their actions.
 

This ‘perpetrator generation’ grew up in the time following the defeat in the First World War: the defeat and the humiliation of the Versailles treaty, the revolutionary atmosphere in the young Weimar Republic and the economic crisis (the Great Depression) left deep scars. After a complete and utter defeat in the Second World War (another formative experience for the perpetrator generation, but also for the next generation), a war which was attributed fully to the Germans, the understandable (natural) reaction would be to deny any involvement with the Nazi regime of any kind. According to the German people, the real perpetrators had almost all died, fled or been captured, leaving them (the ordinary citizens) victimized as well. They would however be held responsible for the actions of Nazi Germany just the same.
 

Generally speaking, it is possible to say that during this period Germans (including historians) adhered to an almost complete silence regarding the Nazi past, as Chris Lorenz states.
 An important reason for this is that the so-called ‘Gründergeneration’ (in this thesis labelled as ‘perpetrator generation’), the generation which played the most important role during the Nazi period, needed to salvage and/or restore the legitimacy of Germany as a nation state. With the defeat in the Second World War and the subsequent division of Germany amongst the victorious Allied forces, German historians attempted to save German history from what they perceived as the Nazi-catastrophe. The role of Germans as perpetrators did not fit in the picture of Germans as victims, which led to a historiography in which the Nazi crimes did not get much attention and were not studied intensively.
 The perpetrator generation harboured historians suchlike Gerhard Ritter, Theodor Schieder and Werner Conze. Unsurprisingly these very historians who remained silent about the Nazi crimes were involved in attempts to find a legitimate basis for Germany as a nation state.

During those first (two) decades after the end of the Second World War, German historians embarked on a quest to find the legitimization for Germany as a nation state.
 As I mentioned before, this was deemed necessary by the historians because of the division of Germany. The division was experienced as a catastrophe equal to the Jewish catastrophe of the Shoah. With the attempts that were undertaken to assess this trauma, German historians attempted to normalize their country’s past in order to place Germany in a European and/or worldwide tradition or history. This gave birth to a number of theories which focused heavily on any category which would divert attention from questions regarding the Nazi atrocities and German responsibility.

One of the attempts that were undertaken was one which leaned on the so-called ‘Strukturgeschichte’, a way of explaining history which is based on the thought of the French Annales school. This approach was adopted by Theodor Schieder, Werner Conze and Otto Brunner (the latter being the only Austrian). These historians, who were all born around the beginning of the twentieth century, emphasized certain structures which were characteristic for every modern (mass) society in Europe - (vague) structures which were also present in Germany.
 This was their attempt to find a sound basis on which they could argue that Germany had a legitimate right to exist without having to assess the war crimes of the Nazi’s. A typical illustration of the fact that these notions were mostly supported and constructed by members of the perpetrator generation is the fact that two historians that have been mentioned earlier (Schieder and Conze) can be associated with the Nazi crimes. After 1939 these historians advised the Nazi’s on the plans to create ‘Lebensraum im Osten’ (the eviction of the inhabitants of Poland in order to make room for German settlers) and the removal of the presence of Jews in Eastern Europe.
 In this case it is even more plausible to claim that these historians had plenty reason to remain silent about their recent past. The general stance of historians in Germany regarding these crimes was, however, bound to change over time. It would take until halfway the 1960s before a first transition in the opposite direction of the first option would become visible; this happened around the end of the Auschwitz-trials.

1.1.2: The Täter-Kinder
The partial openness towards the Nazi-past, the second coping strategy, was instigated with the coming of age of the next generation, the so-called Täter-Kinder (roughly between 1965 and 1990). With reference to Mannheim, Wulf Kansteiner describes the Täter-Kinder as a specific political generation which was brought up in Nazi Germany with its youth institutions (such as the Hitler Youth). The members of this generation were born during the Weimar republic – between 1920 and 1931 - and grew up under Nazi rule.
 After the war they had to redefine their moral and political identity; something they, unlike their parents, were able to do because they were not held responsible for the Nazi crimes (although they were burdened by them). In the late 1980s, before the generation went into retirement, they reassessed their double-layered identity. These attempts lead to the Historikerstreit (on which I will deliberate later in this paragraph) and an attempt to re-evaluate and revalue their own memories. In the end it would result in a feeling of (according to Kansteiner: misplaced) empathy for the bystanders of the Shoah.
 

This new generation sought some sort of understanding that could explain the behavior of their parents’ generation. They looked for an explanation which would help them understand their own fathers and mothers as well as their own nation. They inherited the feeling of guilt from their parents; they were burdened with the heritage of Nazi Germany. This was important for the cultivation of the feeling that they, as the children of the perpetrators, had also fallen victim to the atrocities of the Nazi’s. 

After (roughly) 1965, the new generation of historians was looking for new perspectives and explanations. These historians set out to find an explanation for the failure of democracy to take root in Germany and the violent recent past of Germany as a nation state. They found a theory, although not undisputed, that supplied some sort of explanation for this; this theory was called the ‘Sonderweg’ (literally translated as Special Way) theory.
 The Sonderweg theory has its roots in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century when Germany emerged as a powerful unified modern nation state. Its basis was found in a so-called ‘German way’ stressing the positive aspects of the pattern of German historical development. The idea was that this development had resulted in a society with a non-parliamentary constitutional monarchy which was seen as powerful and stable. Germany could also boast on a powerful and efficient civil service, as well as a long statist tradition (a system with a strong and omnipresent governmental intervention in political, economical and social matters) and a history of reform from above.
 The notion of a positive ‘German way’, or path through history, was inversed after 1945 and changed into the Sonderweg theory. 

The Sonderweg attempted to explain how Germany evolved into a totalitarian and/or Fascist’ state during the twentieth century, whilst other industrialized nations, such as France and Britain, did not. The theory was driven by the wish to ‘link interpretations of the past with experiences of the present and needs of the future’, a way of historical interpretation and self-criticism.
 Even though the short-term consequences of recent events, such as the economical malaise and humiliating loss of the First World War (resulting in the Versailles treaty), were an integral part of the Sonderweg-theory, historians looked back into the eighteenth and nineteenth century as well, in search for factors in which Germany differed from other developed countries. Factors which could be partially responsible for liberal democracy not taking root in Germany, whilst it did in the other Western European nations.

Theories as the Sonderweg generally enjoyed some popularity for a certain amount of time, but would never be without criticism. These theories were largely dependent on the current historical culture at the time. With changes in the historical culture, these theories could go in and out of fashion. The theory was however useful in providing a way to understand the situation (Germany being occupied by foreign nations) they had to live with. The new generation of Germans (and its historians) felt victimized by the Nazi’s as well; a feeling that would color historical research for decades, well into the 1980s.  

By identifying themselves with the (as they saw it) other victims of the Third Reich (including the victims of the Shoah), the post-war generation deliberately distanced themselves from any accountability held by their parents. With this, they attempted to deny or reduce the burden of guilt imposed on them by their parents and the world. At the same time they believed that the German people were also victimized by Nazi Germany.
 Even though the Nazi crimes were historically researched between 1965 and 1990, the main tendency was that there still was only partial acceptance and research into the aforementioned crimes. During the time that the Täter-Kinder held the prominent position in the production of historiography there are however some developments (and insights) that cannot be discarded. 


Contrary to popular belief, there had not been much detailed research into the Nazi atrocities, even though there had been much reference to them.
 There are several reasons for this curious situation where there would be widespread reference to Nazi atrocities such as the Shoah but hardly any research. According to Lorenz there are three mechanisms which aided Germans in pushing away thinking about the Nazi atrocities. The first is that the atrocities were attributed fully and only to Hitler, the Nazi elite and the Schutzstaffel (SS). This line of thought included the existence of a criminal elite that mislead the innocent (and ignorant) masses; the Wehrmacht, consisting of eighteen million soldiers, became an army of mislead victims. This line of thought would continue to be prominent well into the 1990s. A second mechanism to deal with the traumatic past is to project the blame of atrocities on others than the own group. Some historians emphasized for example that the Soviet Union planned to attack Germany which forced Germany to act, or that the Jews had themselves to blame for the Shoah. Lastly, the third mechanism worked by toning down the harshness of the atrocities by pointing at the casualties and suffering of the German civilians (for example the bombing of Dresden in 1945); this can be seen as the victimization of the German people.
 These mechanisms all worked to reduce the blame on German citizens.   


From 1986 to 1988 a fierce discussion took place regarding the place of the Nazi atrocities within the German historiography. Between those years some twelve hundred texts were published with almost a hundred articles a month at one point.
 This debate, which would later be known as the Historikerstreit (historians dispute), was the last serious attempt by conservative German historians to tone down the harshness and seriousness of the Nazi atrocities (mainly in relation to the Shoah) in German historiography. The German historian Ernst Nolte (born in 1923) can be seen as one of the most important instigators of the debate. Nolte worked (from 1973 to 1991) for the Friedrich Meinecke Institut, which is part of the Freie Universität Berlin. He published an article in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung on the sixth of June 1986 in which he stated that the Soviet Union forced Germany to attack them in 1941 (the aforementioned second defense mechanism).
 A fierce debate followed which eventually led to the conclusion that the Nazi atrocities had not been researched properly. The mechanisms that had enabled Germans to push aside the Nazi atrocities for over forty years had failed. Ernst Nolte became more and more isolated within the historical community as the Historikerstreit evolved. It cannot be seen as a coincidence that the Historikerstreit took place shortly before a new generation would (re)construct the predominant line of thought within German historiography. The taboo that rested on (research into) the Nazi atrocities was based upon the notion that an entire generation of ‘regular Germans’ had served in the Wehrmacht. This taboo played an important role in German historiography for decades but would be (largely) lifted a few years after the Historikerstreit when a new generation of historians started doing extensive research into the atrocities.
  

1.1.3: Reunification of Germany, the end of the Cold War: Täterforschung
When the Cold War ended and Germany had been reunited, a new generation of historians took over the prominent position in the historical community. This led to a new and more inclusive form of openness towards the Nazi past. According to Lorenz this was partially due to the reunification of Germany. In the post-war decades, the division of Germany created a so-called German catastrophe (the loss of sovereignty, national unity and territories). This German catastrophe formed the counterweight to the Shoah for many Germans (including historians); the Germans were victims to a post-war catastrophe (which was directly linked to the war). With the reunion of Germany, the German catastrophe was made undone, which in turn opened up the possibility to ask new questions about the Nazi atrocities and about who could be held responsible.
 The new generation of German historians was confronted with a situation they had not experienced before; Germany was reunited and now there existed a nation with a bloody past filled with atrocities which, up to that point, remained largely unexplored.
 This new generation of historians, of which Christian Gerlach, Götz Aly, Michael Wildt and Dieter Pohl are some representatives, set out to study the Nazi atrocities in order to find answers to the questions that had long remained unanswered (‘who did it?, who is responsible?’). With the reunion of Germany it also became possible to do more extensive research because the archives opened up new sources for historians.
 

With the new generation of historians looking for answers, there were also new initiatives in contemporary historiography which looked like attempts to bury the victim-perpetrator debates surrounding the Third Reich. Some, of whom Hans-Peter Schwarz (born in 1934 and connected to the University of Bonn) has been very explicit in 2003, say that 1990 should be seen as a new caesura, as the end of ‘original’ contemporary history. An important notion is that German national history should be seen in the light of Europeanization. This would mean that post-war history should no longer be viewed as ‘crisis-history’ but as ‘causal-history’. Germany should not be viewed from its catastrophic starting point but from its flourishing and European future.
 This notion of a new contemporary look on history seems to have gathered a reasonable amount of support, also among the ranks of politicians. The Schröder/Fischer administration opted (after 1998) to see the Second World War as a closed chapter, removing the victim-perpetrators debate from the political agenda.
 

With the third generation in doubt whether to continue the quest for answers or to close this dark chapter in German history, one thing remains certain: between 1933 and today, there have been very different and conflicting views amongst German historians on how to deal with the past. Germany and the past; it remains a difficult issue in the twentieth and twenty-first century.

1.2: Germany and the past
Germany has a violent past with its implication in the First World War and Second World War. This has had its influence on the way Germans view their past; it defines their historical culture and their collective memory. The role of historians in these mnemonic spheres is an important one. Historians play a significant role in historicizing events; their work is part of the historical culture. The general public sees historians as impartial and objective in their work; this would imply that they are not subject to influences exerted by their own time. I do not consider this to be true; in my opinion not only the work of an historian but also historians themselves form an integral part of the historical culture. Being influenced by the collective memory of their own time, but at the same time being involved in the developments in the historical culture, historians play a remarkable role in a society. 

Historians did not only play a part in historicizing the Nazi era; they had to deal with it themselves as well. Rather than seeing historians as the producers of histories that form the basis of the historical culture, historians form an integral part of this historical culture. This is a relatively new way of looking at the placement of events within historiography, but it can, in my opinion, give valuable new insights into the processes surrounding the production and cultivation of national historiographies. 

1.2.1: Historical culture
Historical culture has been described by Kees Ribbens as a culture which includes all material and immaterial expressions with regard to the past in a society. This culture forms a dynamic process in which persons and groups (including historians) award different meanings to the past (or an event); these meanings can change and differ over time. This is the way these persons and groups view the past and wish to incorporate it in their society.
 Historical culture also corresponds partially with what Jörn Rüsen describes under ‘historical memory’; it is the force of the mind in the different modes of representation (pre- or non- or irrational procedures of representation). It incorporates all ways in which the past is made or kept present; the material and immaterial expressions mentioned by Ribbens.
 Historical culture can be used to assess to what extent historiography and the way people look at the past, correspond and/or differ from each other within a country.

The historical culture of Germany has been influenced a great deal by the Nazi period. Ever since the end of the Second World War, both the general public and historians have shown an increasing amount of interest in Nazi Germany, both in Germany and in other countries. Within the third post-war generation there is no other historical-political topic in Germany that has captured more attention from scholars, journalists and the general public than the Third Reich.
 


In the post-war era both separated German entities
tried to blame the ‘other Germany’ for the Nazi crimes. This notion became especially dominant in the 1970s and 1980s. Via that method they would not have to come to terms with the crimes themselves and find the perpetrators in their own midst. This would abruptly change with the reunification of Germany which created a new situation where the blame for the Nazi crimes had to be redefined and relocated. The debates that followed resulted in more understanding and acceptance of the shared, collective, blame.
 


The historical culture of West Germany slowly changed into one which supplied a structure which enabled some understanding of the Nazi past. This structure was based on mass-media representations protected and fueled by historical research. During a burst of interest in history in the late 1970s, members of the generation of perpetrators started sharing the memories they remained silent about for several decades. This change in attitude was partially fueled by the generation of the Täter-Kinder who were actively doing historical research into the everyday life in the Third Reich.
 The changes that occurred within the (West) German historical culture between 1945 and the present day show how it is constantly evolving with one single purpose: to provide the culture that is needed at a certain moment and situation in time.   


The reunification of Germany forced historians to assess a new situation. The Germans regained some sense of relative self-confidence as they were increasingly successful in placing the Nazi era within their mnemonic sphere.  The way the Nazi past was looked upon had changed. This does not mean that the Germans were in full agreement and worked in relative peace towards the placement of the Nazi past in their history. One example that such was not the case is the publication of a book by Alexander Bahar and Wilfried Kugel titled Der Reichstagsbrand: Wie Geschichte gemacht wird in which they attempt to prove that the Nazi’s were implicated in the Reichstag fire. The fact that German historians are still trying to disprove Tobias’ theory (even though it is believed to be beyond doubt that Tobias is right in other European nations) says a lot about the German historical culture and the attempts that are still being made to come to terms with, or realign the past. 

During the 1970s the debates surrounding the Reichstag fire at that time focused heavily on the question what the goal of historical research should be. This debate was of great importance as its outcome could influence the position of historians and their work within the historical culture a great deal. The question was whether it was the job of historians to find out what happened exactly (objective research), or to find the lessons in history that are valuable for the present generation (social-pedagogy).
 The debates focused on what the place (and task) of historians within the German historical culture ought to be. Apparently there was, at that time, need for such a debate. In the end the stance that historical research was more important than the social-pedagogy came out as the winner. 

As I made clear, the changes in Germany’s historical culture are closely related to the ways different generations remembered the events of the Nazi-era. From this follows that the changes within the historical culture in (West) Germany generally presented itself with the succession of generations. Each generation of historians (as defined for this thesis) grew up in different situations and circumstances in which they became the dominant generation group. An example of such a shift in relation to the generational concept is the emergence of television as a mass-media. The historians of the generation of Täter-Kinder met an object within the historical culture which did not exist during their professional training (in the 1950s and early 1960s). According to Kansteiner, the visual media became the most relevant object, politically and culturally, within the historical culture by the late 1970s in West Germany. This change was a preamble for the coming of age of a new generation, the first post-war generation, of historians.
 They were influenced by this in a large way; their memories were shaped by the collective memory of their generation. 

1.2.2: Collective memory
Collective memory is, according to Maurice Halbwachs, a social notion of a group of people who individually recollect things based on and defined by the group(s) they belong to (for example, their generation); the individuals as group members remember or recreate the past as a group.
 The dependence on the group one belongs to is illustrated by Halbwachs with the notion that a memory tends to fade once someone is no longer in contact with significant group members. A memory can even become extinct if a group does not get together to remember for a period of time.
 Between the end of the Second World War and the present day, Germans reconstructed their historiography based on the needs of the present. Halbwachs states that memories, though preserved, are always subject to change and reproduction. These memories form the basis of an identity and evolve as time goes by, meeting the demands of a certain time.
 

The fact that the Germans themselves felt they were victims to the Nazi regime as well was the initial reaction to the historical trauma that they had encountered. The recent past experiences during the Nazi era had been so overwhelmingly painful and intense that from it emerged a historical trauma.
 The feeling of victimization felt by the German people endured for decades, possibly even up to the 1990s and the reunification of Germany.
 

Numerous Germans had been (partially) responsible or guilty for the long list of (Nazi) atrocities. Any attempt to historicize these atrocities was closely scrutinized from a political, ideological point of view. Even with the change of generations this did not change as many people remained increasingly emotional towards the Nazi-past. According to the German historian Ulrich von Hehl it would take years for Germany to be able to assess its own history. Only with the so-called ‘Historikerstreit’ (1986-1988) would the taboo on the Nazi-past be partially lifted, although this was not very fruitful in attaining new insights.
 

Even though there was a very large volume of articles published (of which many appeared in the mass media), the majority of the West German public was unaware of the historians dispute and its potential importance. A so-called ‘final solution’ in dealing with the Nazi past would not be reached at all during the Historikerstreit. Wulf Kansteiner claims that the large volume of publications during the historians dispute forms a strong contrast with the minimal textual base from which the conflict originated, and, did not depart from during the three years of the debate. The debate did not inspire new research or supply new insights.
  

The Nazi past still exerts an important influence on German society and its collective memory. The German democracy is measured by how far it has moved away from the totalitarian National Socialist government, both morally and politically. Such is the trauma imposed on German collective memory by their recent past.

Simultaneously it is true that collective memory and history do not necessarily walk hand in hand. According to Confino collective memory and history collide and converge with each other on different points and issues. This is due to the fact that collective memory is a (mental) construction which is not bound by disciplinary rules or a strict boundary between historical fact and memory. Collective memories are invented pasts which incorporate, rather then avoid, features such like anachronism, presentism and parochialism.
 

1.2.3: Memory politics
The Nazi crimes have been used, consciously and subconsciously, by many different individuals, groups and parties for their own purposes after the Second World War. Shortly after the war (for example during the first Nuremberg trials) the crimes were widely documented by the Allied victors in the newspapers. Being constantly confronted with the brutal facts of the Nazi atrocities made these crimes a vital part of the German identity in the post-war era.
 This situation would last for a few years until the start of the Cold War, at that moment the Allied pressure for self-examination stopped rather abrupt. The new situation that arose where the Germans were not pressed to self-examination gave room for a psychological reaction which pushed all the Nazi crimes into the taboo sphere.

Historical taboos form an import issue within memory politics as they are subconsciously suppressing memories. Antoon van den Braembussche defines a historical taboo as the process of silencing the past. This can occur when the traces of the past are experienced as threatening to a group of people (in this case the Germans); also these traces are linked to the historical consciousness of this group. This last bit is what distinguishes a historical taboo from a historical trauma (in which the threatening nature of the traces lies in the past experience). The threatening nature of the historical taboo lies in the potentially destabilizing and/or destructive character of the traces.
 A historical taboo, where certain issues and/or events are surrounded by complete silence, was exactly what the Nazi crimes came to be.   

At around the same time the Federal Republic was founded, the (West) Germans entered a period of communicative silence during which they (generally) would not speak about the events that had occurred since the Nazi’s came to power. For the new Federal Republic this taboo was a positive thing since it wanted to direct all its efforts towards social integration and reconstruction of the war torn country. This period would last until the end of the 1950s. Self-critical analysis of the Nazi crimes would potentially endanger the social integration of the new West German nation.
 

The continual silence surrounding the Nazi crimes did not satisfy the needs of the new generation (the Täter-Kinder) who started reforming the historical culture towards a more self-critical status. This move was partially fueled by a number of anti-Semitic incidents in the late 1950s. The anti-Semitic incidents (mostly concerning graffiti) triggered interventions from European nations and the United States. These interventions included reforms in school curricula in a number of states of the Republic. This overlapped with the curiosity about Nazi Germany of the new generation.
 The debate on the Reichstag fire instantly ignited after the publication of Fritz Tobias’ theory of the ‘Alleintäterschaftsthese’ (which stated that Marinus van der Lubbe had worked alone) in 1963. The very thought that the Nazi’s might not have been responsible for the Reichstag fire after all was considered very dangerous. One very influential German historian, Golo Mann (at that time working at the university of Stuttgart), said that Tobias’ findings were civil-pedagogically unwelcome. Clearing the name of the Nazi’s on one crime could potentially lead to doubts regarding the other crimes they had been held responsible for.
 The debate would turn to the question whether it was politically desirable for historians to do the kind of research that Tobias had done.    

This discussion would continue throughout the 1970s; even though dealing with the Nazi past was not one of the priorities in West Germany. Within the realms of memory there was indifference towards the Nazi past; even though it remained a symbolic point of reference.
 This discrepancy can be explained by the notion that the debate was not so much focused on the Nazi past, but on the purpose of history with regard to the Nazi past. During the 1970s the Reichstag fire was an important issue, this would continue well into the 1980s when an apparent conclusion seemed to be researched with a ‘victory’ for Tobias and his supporters. In general, the 1980s would be the most active years in the so-called ‘Vergangenheitsbewältigung’ (overcoming the past).

In the course of almost six decades the German historical culture had changed significantly, at times because it was forced in a certain direction, at other times to fit the needs of a new generation. It would not be very surprising if these changes in historical culture will become visible in the historiography of the Reichstag fire.  

1.3: Owning the truth: the Reichstag fire in German history
The Reichstag fire has been a much debated topic within historiography since its occurrence in 1933. Even today there are still questions surrounding the event as well as an ongoing debate (especially in Germany) between historians. It will never be possible to be completely sure about what exactly happened in 1933 and ascertain who was or were responsible for the Reichstag fire. This very feature of the Reichstag fire is what makes it an ideal case study. There is no right and wrong answer, only the way it is remembered and viewed by historians and in the collective memory. This enables me to investigate the relationship between historiography, memory, and the generational concept. The way historians have dealt with the questions of the Reichstag fire between 1933 and the present day can give some valuable insights in the process of how events are placed in a national historiography. 

Today there is much validity in researching the historization of the Reichstag fire. In the time span of the roughly seventy-five years between the event occurred and today, there has been an extraordinary amount of discussion, published articles and books, media attention, and even scholars who became each others enemies over the Reichstag fire. Since the fire in 1933, different groups have attempted to attribute the Reichstag fire to certain people or groups of people. This was done for diverse reasons and motives, mostly of ideological origin and sometimes only remotely connected to the Reichstag fire an sich. 

Within historiography there can be room for multiple interpretations of a single event based on the same evidence. After all, history is not an exact science. Generally speaking, these multiple (and sometimes conflicting) interpretations are weighted and compared with each other by using tools such as critical analysis of the sources that have been used, extrapolation of the findings and the applying of cause and effect rules. By doing so, historians attempt to find the interpretation that gives the best explanation of what happened.
 This is what happened (at various degrees and with differing reasons) with the Reichstag fire. 

Propaganda battles between Nazi’s and communists, ‘Volkspädagogik’ and revisionist’ ideas are some of the discussions that played a major role in the second half of the twentieth century. In these debates neither party would acknowledge the other parties’ arguments or evidence. In more than one occasion the debate would end in blatant name calling and insults. The question remains, for many people, whether Marinus van der Lubbe worked for the Nazi’s, the communists, or worked alone. Even though this question has inspired many historians, the process of the placement of the Reichstag fire within German historiography is at least as intriguing and interesting to me!  

The starting point for my thesis can be found in the propaganda booklets published shortly after the Reichstag fire; The brown book of the Hitler terror and the burning of the Reichstag by Münzenberg marked the start of the ferocious propaganda battles. Understandably the Second World War marked a period of almost complete silence regarding the Reichstag fire. As I have explained before, it would take until the 1960s before the discussion was reopened through Tobias’ The Reichstag fire: Legend and truth (1963). Tobias’ findings were fiercely attacked by Calic and his International Luxembourg Committee in the 1970s. The fierce debates between two groups of historians; Tobias’ supporters and Calic’ followers ended halfway the 1980s. This was however not the end of the debate on the Reichstag fire. After the reunification of Germany the debate was reopened in Germany. Kugel and Bahar’s Der Reichstagsbrand: wie Geschichte gemacht wird (2001) forms one of the most recent German works I will analyse. The choice for these authors is, in most (if not all) cases logical. The publications of Münzenberg formed the interpretation on the Reichstag fire that was prominent up to the 1960s, Tobias devised a new interpretation which was in turn heavily criticized by Calic. The publications of Bahar and Kugel in the 1990s and 2000s are in turn countered by the newest publication on the Reichstag fire by Kellerhoff. I have therefore chosen to use the oldest and the newest sources, as well as the main authors to support the different interpretations. With these debates and works I am confident that I will be able to shine a light on the process of the historization of the Reichstag fire.

This thesis does not aim to ascertain the ‘truth of the Reichstag fire’ (this is an impossible task), much rather I will attempt to discover how an event is placed within a national (German) historiography. I would formulate my main question as follows:

‘In what ways has the Reichstag fire been interpreted and discussed within (West) German historiography and how do these interpretations relate to the different generations of historians since 1945?’

In order to be able to formulate an answer to this question, it is important to formulate my exact goals, methods and reasons for the topic of this thesis. I would describe the ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ as follows. I want to investigate the position of the Reichstag fire within (West) German historiography and the changes that have occurred regarding this position. In order to come to a conclusion on this topic, I will investigate the historiography of the Reichstag fire from the point of view of the historians. These historians are part of the historical culture and are influenced by their own time and the collective memory that is dominant at that time. They incorporate this in their own work on the Reichstag fire. A discourse analysis will prove to be a good tool to ascertain whether or not the different generations of historians correlate with the different interpretations on the Reichstag fire. My perspective is innovative in this respect that I interpret historiography as an aspect of historical culture and not as a realm that transcends the politics of memory. 

In the following chapters I will discuss three different periods in the development of historiography on the Reichstag fire, in which I will look at the most important factors and players in the debate. In the second chapter, I will investigate the period shortly after the Reichstag fire up to the point when a major shift (namely the publication of a new theory on who was behind the Reichstag fire) in historiography occurs (1933-1959). In this chapter I will mainly focus on propaganda issues and the ideological foundations of the most prominent authors. After 1959 a new line of thought emerges which spurs an entirely different debate which is not so much inspired by what actually happened in 1933 (although it certainly is the starting point) but focuses heavily on the aims of historiography. This period ends with the reunification of East- and West Germany in 1990. The reunion of the Bundesrepublik Deutschland and the Deutsche Demokratische Republik opened up new archives and sources for historians and came with the need to synchronize the different historiographies; this reopened the debate on the Reichstag fire. This forms the basis for the last chapter. After the aforementioned chapters, I will draw my conclusion regarding the origins of the position of the Reichstag fire within (German) historiography. 

2. The Reichstag fire: constructing significance, 1933-1960

On February 27th 1933, a (former) Dutch Communist called Marinus van der Lubbe set fire to the German Parliament (the Reichstag) in Berlin. This event was used by Hitler, then prime minister of Germany, to greatly increase the political power of the Nazi party. The fire is often seen as the definite demise of German democracy, as well as the definitive birth of Nazi controlled Germany.
 Or as the former Gestapo official Hans Bernd Gisevius wrote in 1946: ‘Is it just the Reichstag building that is on fire? It is much more! [..] For a long time, the German democracy has been disintegrating. Now, also the façade is collapsing.’
 

2.1: The course of the event 


The Reichstag fire of February 27th 1933 is one of the events of the twentieth century which are generally seen as politically decisive for the course of history.
 The arson took place just two weeks before the national elections of March 5th; the Nazi government attributed it to the communists. The fire gave the Nazi’s the opportunity to crack down hard on the Communist Party and its members. Almost immediately after the event doubts arose across Europe concerning whether the Reichstag fire was in fact a ‘Communist plot’ as the German (Nazi) government claimed it to be, or a provocation produced by the Nazi’s; creating their own pretext for their grab for power.
 


The Reichstag fire was not a ‘normal’ arson as the apprehended criminal was not a regular pyromaniac. His motive was not so much the thrill of seeing a building burn; it was a more politically oriented one. To Van der Lubbe his action was a sign of protest; he thought it to be the best option to protest against the capitalistic system which supported the repression and problems of the masses.
 This idea is supported by the fact that Van der Lubbe made no attempt whatsoever to prevent capture and punishment by the German authorities. A pyromaniac would try to escape in order to be able to commit more arsons. Van der Lubbe however saw an opportunity to articulate and voice his critiques and opinions on a public forum (court); the fact that in practice little of this was achieved is a different story. Contrary to what the propaganda machinery of the Nazi’s claimed, it is now common belief that Van der Lubbe was not a Communist agitator (nor a Nazi agent). He was in fact an ‘Einzelgänger’, a loner, who committed his crime by himself and on no other account than his own.
 Hans Mommsen notes that it are normally the great personalities who make history and that it is hard to acknowledge that an extreme loner, who did not represent a significant power, was able to have such an impact on the course of history.
 

On February 28th 1933, one day after the burning of the Reichstag, Hitler had president Hindenburg sign an emergency decree which allowed the central government to assume complete control over the federal states whenever they deemed it necessary. The decree also supplied a number of limitations in several sections of the constitution with regard to civil liberties.
 The bill also cleared the way for the Fascists to strike a massive blow at the organization of their political adversaries. With the so-called ‘Verhaftungsaktion’ in the night of the fire the SS and the SA, who had been declared ‘assistant police’, arrested many communists and socialists. These people were officially suspected of being involved in the Reichstag fire, but in reality any politically active communist or socialist could be arrested.
 Thousands of political opponents (at first mostly communists, later on also socialists and other political adversaries) were arrested and put in the first concentration camps.
 The apprehension of the suspects was not a difficult operation for the (assistant) police; there were detailed lists available with the addresses of the leading figures of the Communist and Socialist parties. These lists also contained personal information of the so-called ‘main agitators’, trouble seekers and leaders of the organizations.
 

At the same time, the Nazi’s successfully suppressed oppositional newspapers and attained, to a large extend, control over the available mass media. Shortly after the fire the government prohibited the printing and dispersing of all Communist and Social-Democrat newspapers. By the end of 1933 roughly fifteen hundred publishers (out of the roughly seven thousand in all of Germany) went out of business.
 Soon after the elections of March 5th 1933, which resulted in a marginal majority for the Nazi’s in combination with the Nationalist Party (together they held 52% of the seats in Parliament); the so-called ‘Enabling law’ gave the government dictatorial rights and powers. With these powers the Nazi’s had attained complete control over the state, its resources and its citizens. With their propaganda they had the possibility to try and influence their citizens via the so-called ministry of ‘Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda’ headed by Joseph Goebbels.
 In order to achieve their goals, the Nazi’s had to convince the people that the communists had staged the Reichstag fire in an attempt to start a Communist revolution in Germany. For this they needed to use propaganda to inspire fear and doubt in the hearts and minds of the German people.         

2.2: After the fire: media and propaganda

In the propaganda battle after the Reichstag fire, both parties were not only trying to sway the German citizens to their vantage point; they also attempted to win the support (or at least acceptance) of the citizens of the global community. The Nazi’s did their utmost best to conquer the public opinion in Germany; the communists focused on gaining public support mostly in Western Europe (mostly via publications and manifestations). This was, however, partially out of necessity as they lacked the means to fight a propaganda battle in Germany where the state had closed down most Communist newspapers.
.

The communists presented themselves as the saviours and the champions of democracy and freedom; at the same time the Nazi’s focused on their statement that they were seeking to deliver justice and asked for respect.
 Whilst the communists claimed that Van der Lubbe was a Nazi spy, the Nazi’s called him a communist agitator. To become the predominant truth on the Reichstag fire, both sides had to use propaganda to gain support from the public.
According to David Welch, propaganda is much more than the negative connotation that surrounds it these days. He defines propaganda as follows:  ‘Whenever public opinion is deemed important, there we shall find an attempt to influence it. In all political systems policy must be explained in one form or another, the public must be convinced of the efficacy of government decisions; and rational discussion is not always the most useful means of achieving this, particularly in the age of ‘mass man’.’
 Thus, propaganda can be seen as the way that a party (governmental or otherwise) attempts to influence the public opinion on a topic that is considered important, regardless the political system. 


Spreading propaganda is often done through the media. The media have the ability to exert a profound influence on the way an event is perceived by the general public. This makes the media, such as newspapers and radio broadcasts, an important means to spread propaganda.
 By harnessing the media for their own purposes through the aforementioned Enabling law, the Nazi’s were able to get an important edge in propaganda distribution in Germany.

The Nazi’s made a lot of effort to exploit the possibilities of propaganda during their reign (as well as in their path to power). The Nazi’s acknowledged the value of propaganda early on (its role is mentioned in Hitlers book Mein Kampf (1925)) and used it to their advantage whenever they could. They were very successful in their efforts; the rise to power by the Nazi’s is generally seen as a classic case of political triumph through propaganda.
  One important triumph on the road to power for the Nazi’s was the Reichstag fire. 

Soon after the arrest of the young Dutchman, Göring declared that the fire at the Reichstag was the signal for a terror campaign, a major Communist plot; under this pretext most Communist leaders were arrested.
 

Whilst the Nazi government controlled the media in Germany, the communists produced their own stream of propaganda. Due to the aforementioned harsh restrictions in Germany, they focused a large part of their efforts on gaining support in other countries. 

In the months and years following the Reichstag fire, the communists worked hard to discredit the Nazi’s with publications, manifestations and books. The communists published internationally with books (such as the two brown books (1933, 1934) and a white book (1935)), a counter-trial in London, manifestations in a number of capital cities in Europe and the (which would later turn out to be fake) so-called Oberfohren Memorandum. Those publications would later on be used as sources for new research into the Reichstag fire. They form the first historiography of the Reichstag fire.

The conflicting vantage points of the communists and the fascists formed an important part of the propaganda battles following the Reichstag fire. It is therefore sensible to investigate the two vantage points in bigger detail.

2.3: The communist vantage point

The communists promoted their vantage point through publications, pamphlets, news bulletins and any other available form of media. One of the most important items recurrent in the ideas of the communist supporters is that the Nazi’s are treacherous and lying. One author (Erich Kuttner under the pseudonym Justinian) claimed that the evidence that was presented at the trial of Van der Lubbe was put together by the ‘rat king of lies’.

In the propaganda battle between the Nazi’s and the communists, it were the latter who were first to publish books shortly after the Reichstag fire. The first brown book was published shortly after the Reichstag fire (in 1933) and was the first serious attempt to convince the (international) public that the Nazi’s had in fact staged the Reichstag fire. The book was published by Willi Münzenberg; a very powerful figure in the European communist’ scene. The book became very popular and received widespread support. It was so popular that during the trial of Van der Lubbe, the German Supreme Court spent a lot of time trying to refute the information as stated in the brown book, rather then finding out the truth for themselves.
 Before I assess the publications of the communists it is important to take a more in depth look at Willi Münzenberg and his role within the Agitprop.

2.3.1: Willi Münzenberg: the motor behind the Communist’ propaganda efforts

One of the most prominent figures in the propaganda battles following the Reichstag fire of 1933 was Willi Münzenberg. In the political biography on this important figure in the Reichstag fire controversy he is described as the person who ‘[…] demonstrated formidable talents in the black arts of propaganda. At the height of his influence, Münzenberg controlled from his Berlin headquarters a seemingly invincible network of Communist front organizations […] which stretched, on paper at least, from Buenos Aires to Tokyo.’
 Münzenberg, born in 1889 in Erfurt (Germany), came into contact with Marxism in his late teens and quickly developed himself as a good recruiter for Socialist/Marxist debating sessions. A strong intellectual curiosity and strong personality, combined with a strong fanaticism made him a difficult person to ignore.
 Münzenberg became a member of Lenin’s inner circle during the First World War in Zürich, before Lenin made his famous train ride to Russia. Münzenberg did not follow Lenin to Petrograd but remained in Zürich; this effectively made him the most senior Bolshevik outside Russia. With the communists in power in the Soviet Union, Münzenberg only answered to the Kremlin and not to others.
 In October 1919 Münzenberg arrived in Berlin where he worked with directives from Moscow; he remained mostly underground in fear of being arrested. Despite being wanted by the police, his star kept rising, even though the German Communist Party was not too happy with someone who answered only to Moscow.
 

Münzenberg, being the prominent figure he was, was one of the people the Nazi’s wanted to arrest after the Reichstag fire. Due to a stroke of luck Münzenberg avoided being arrested and managed to flee to France. On March 2nd 1933, Münzenberg was accused of being the mastermind behind an alleged communist’ plot to poison food and water supplies. In the Sunday edition of the ‘Völkische Beobachter’, the official newspaper of the Nazi’s since 1920, his picture was placed next to the picture of Van der Lubbe.
 Münzenberg relocated to Paris and quickly started rebuilding his (propaganda) network. The brown book was, despite a number of apparent inaccuracies and fraudulent passages, a huge propaganda success. Before Fritz Tobias’ would conduct his research into the Reichstag fire and published his findings in the 1960s, the brown book was never seriously questioned.
 This was, however, not the last effort that Münzenberg would put into the Reichstag fire controversy. His next effort was staging a counter-trial.
Münzenberg would remain involved in the communist propaganda efforts in Western Europe from his Paris hideout for a number of years before being assassinated (presumably by the Nazi’s) in 1940.

2.3.2: Communist’ propaganda

In September 1933, a publication by the ‘World committee for the victims of German Fascism’ (the first brown book), assessed the way how the Reichstag fire was used by Hitler and his party to gain control over parliament and blame Communism at the same time. The ‘World committee for the victims of German Fascism’ was far from impartial. It is apparent that they were a communist organization, which can be deduced from the fact that its introduction was written by the British lord Marley who was a communist himself. Also (and even more convincingly) the author named on the cover is Willi Münzenberg, whom I have just described.
 The author claims that ‘Goebbels provided the plans for the most outrageous of all acts of provocation which a ruling class has ever used against the insurgent working class. […] Then, on the night of February 27th-28th, all German wireless stations broadcast the message:”The Reichstag is in flames!”’.
 The author saw Van der Lubbe as a Nazi tool and attempted to ‘prove’ this to the general public. In the third chapter of the publication, it is established that Van der Lubbe was in fact not attached to any Communist organization, also he was not at all a communist but attacked them verbally as often as he could, he was homosexual and was linked to Ernst Röhm (commander of the Sturmabteilung from 1921-1934) sexually. Even worse, Van der Lubbe was not a communist, but a fascist who spoke at (at least) one fascist meeting and attacked the communists and incited others to terrorist acts against communists. Furthermore, he also met up with Nazi friends in Berlin before the Reichstag fire.
 The author of the publication concluded that Van der Lubbe was used because of his connections with the Dutch Communist Party (which also made it an ‘international conspiracy’); he was coerced through his homosexual relations with National Socialists and his material dependency on them. The final conclusion was that it took the world only three days to establish that the National Socialists were responsible for the Reichstag fire: The tool was ill-chosen.
 This view received support from Socialists in Europe. After the success of the brown books, the communists sought ways to actively help the communists apprehended by the Nazi’s for their alleged implication in the Reichstag fire (Torgler, Dimitroff, Popoff and Taneff (all except Van der Lubbe; after all he was a Nazi tool)).

At first they wanted to support their comrades on trial by sending lawyers who were sympathetic to the cause to the trial to assist where needed. When this initiative was blocked by the German authorities, Münzenberg opted to hold a counter-trial. Several European countries were all but forthcoming in helping the commission: England, France and the Netherlands threw up all sorts of difficulties, for example with granting them travel visa. The counter-trial still went ahead with its research. This counter-trial, staged in London, started on the same day as the trial in Leipzig and ended with a different conclusion than the Leipzig trial.
 Even though the counter-trial did not unearth new evidence (which was also acknowledged by Moscow in a secret rapport); it was incredibly successful at grabbing the attention of the media. Whilst Münzenberg remained in the background as much as he could, the public opinion was effectively swayed in favour of the communist’ vantage point. He could sit back and see the Nazi’s struggling to refute the accusations; by failing to do this properly they incriminated themselves. This, in turn, resulted in the idea that the Nazi’s must have been responsible for the Reichstag fire.
 The results of the counter-trial committee were threefold. The first was that Van der Lubbe was in fact not a member of any Communist organization; there was no evidence that the Communist Party had been involved in the planning or execution of the arson in the Reichstag building and the people who were implicated with Van der Lubbe (Torgler, Dimitroff, Popoff and Taneff; who were all found innocent by the German Supreme Court as well) were innocent. The second conclusion was that Van der Lubbe could not have committed the arson on his one, without any outside or inside help. Thirdly, it was deemed feasible that the fire had been started by, or ordered by, members of the Nazi Party. The commission ended its conclusions by noting that it believed that any judicial organ involved in the Leipzig trial should come to the conclusion that they needed to merge with the commission of the counter-trial.
 

Even though several countries were under the impression that the commission was nothing more than a charade to clear the name of the communists who were allegedly involved, their findings were respected. This was mainly due to the line of high-profile law experts that were involved in the counter-trial such as the American civil liberties activist Arthur Hays, the respected French lawyer Gaston Bergéry and the Dutch Dr. Betsy Bakker-Nort.

A new publication, which turned up in 1933, was the so-called Oberfohren Memorandum. This Memorandum was an internationally very popular and widely used publication allegedly written by Dr. Ernst Oberfohren who was in touch with high ranking Nazi’s. The manuscript proved that even non-communists could be swayed to believe anything as long as it was directed against a common enemy (in this case Hitler). The Memorandum claimed that Göring had given the order to set fire to the Reichstag; it also implicated several other high ranking Nazi’s.
 During the Reichstag fire trial in Leipzig, Goebbels was confronted with the Memorandum. Goebbels stated that it was impossible for Oberfohren to have written the Memorandum as he loved his country too much to do such a thing.
 As it would turn out Goebbels was right; the Oberfohren Memorandum was not written by the German Dr. Oberfohren, but actually originated from the communists in Paris (lead by Münzenberg).
 This was not the last effort by the communists to sway the public opinion towards their vantage point. 

In 1935, the so-called ‘white book’ was published in Amsterdam by Willi Münzenberg after the night of the long knives (the purge of the leading SA officials by the Nazi government and the SS). These series of assassinations were seen by the communists as an effort to take out the people who could tell the world about the Nazi implication in the Reichstag fire.
 The white book was another piece of evidence presented by the communists who found a new culprit in the Reichstag fire in the person of Karl Ernst who had been shot by the Nazi’s in the summer of 1934. The book contained a (forged) letter from Karl Ernst (the SA Gruppenführer) to Edmund Heines (a high ranking SA officer) in which Ernst depicted himself as the most important culprit. This confession corresponded with the communist view, as propagated in the earlier brown books, that the Nazi’s (and in particular the SA) had staged the Reichstag fire. Before 1934 nobody had ever considered Karl Ernst as a possible culprit; but after his execution it soon became too easy to think in his direction. Even though it soon became clear that the letter was a forgery, it had won the communists more popular support.
 After the night of the Reichstag fire in February 1933, communists and fascists worked hard to place the blame at the others’ doorstep, each using their own vantage point and motives.

In 1939 the Dutch communist Jef Last (together with German emigrant Harry Wilde) published a novel that aimed to show how an entire generation of youngsters became derailed. Jef Last’s co-author Harry Wilde, who can be linked to Münzenberg, helped Last with the theory that Van der Lubbe was recruited by the Nazi’s in Henningsdorf.
 In this book, where Marinus van der Lubbe is the lead character, the Reichstag fire forms the apotheosis. In the last forty pages, Last gives an account of how Van der Lubbe was deceived by the Nazi’s to make ‘a statement that would move the masses’.
 The Nazi’s decided to stage an event that would shock the entire German population. This plan was devised by the kobold (Goebbels is consistently labelled as ‘the kobold’ in Jef Last’s book), whilst another Nazi, deceived Marinus van der Lubbe.
 Paul Röhrbein, leader of the first SA militia in Berlin, posed as a communist who could help Van der Lubbe; he suggested several targets such as the palace and city hall. At the same time, the Nazi’s ensured that the civil servants who could not be fully trusted were sent on leave.
 On the day before the fire the Nazi’s ensured that Van der Lubbe was seen with some communists to establish a link between Van der Lubbe and the German Communist Party.
 The alleged homosexuality of Van der Lubbe is also presented as a fact as it could link him to Nazi officials who were also (allegedly) homosexual.
 Within the Reichstag building an accomplice was waiting for Marinus van der Lubbe, someone he met on the 27th of February. Together they set fire to the Reichstag whilst another Nazi alarmed the police who would apprehend only Van der Lubbe, not his accomplice.
 

In short, Marinus van der Lubbe was used by the Nazi’s. He might not have been fully aware of this or had been fully informed, but that is of no concern to the point of the communists. The Nazi’s were the real culprits and not the communists; the communists were victimized by the ferocious Nazi’s. The view on what happened with the Reichstag fire and the involvement of Marinus van der Lubbe in the matter that had been given a few months after the fire by the ‘World committee for the victims of German Fascism’ is completely contradictory to the view of the National Socialists on the same matter. 

In the end the communists were able to exploit their role as victims (as they were harshly prosecuted in the aftermath of the event) of a(n almost) dictatorial regime at that time to gain international support and/or sympathy. In a number of European capitals anti-Nazi protests became a common sight.
 In the mean time the Nazi’s had developed a strong hold on the German media using them for their own interest. This resulted in a strong emphasis on their theories of communist conspiracies surrounding the Reichstag fire; this view will be discussed in a short while. The power of propaganda was recognized by both the Nazi’s and the communists; this explains their continual efforts to promote their own vantage point to the general public. As Goebbels told Hitler: ‘Any lie, frequently repeated, will gradually gain acceptance’.
 

In Germany the communists were the first political adversaries of Hitler to be actively prosecuted after the Reichstag fire; this situation would remain so throughout the Nazi era. The Nazi’s captured many communists and put them in the first concentration and work camps.

2.4: The fascist vantage point

At the time when Goebbels was first informed of the fire at the Reichstag building by one of Görings guests (Putzi Hanfstaengl) who was staying at Görings house close by the Reichstag, Goebbels did not believe it and refused to tell Hitler (who was at his residence).
 When other reports verified that the Reichstag was on fire, the Fascist’ officials were quick to respond. Hermann Göring had his press attaché put together a communiqué based on intelligence gathered from the police. The draft that was made by the attaché was fairly factual which was not what Göring was looking for. He altered the passage which said that the pyromaniac was caught carrying fifty kilo’s of flammable materials. He did so whilst loudly exclaiming ‘fifty kilo’s of flammable materials? Five hundred, a thousand kilo’s!’. When his attaché reminded him that it would not be believable that one person carried that much material into the building Göring said ‘One man? That wasn’t just one man! It was ten, twenty men! Don’t you want to understand? It was the communists! This is the signal for the communist rebellion!’ When his press attaché expressed his doubts on this notion, Göring said he would draft the press release himself as the current draft looked more like a police report than a political communiqué.
 This in itself could imply that the fascists were looking to ‘score some points’ in the upcoming elections by inspiring hate against the communists rather than using the exact factual information. At the same time, however, it is also feasible that the Nazi’s were in fact honestly afraid for a communist revolt. Throughout the 1920s a bloody civil war between the Nazi’s and communists had taken place in Germany. A fear that the old adversaries were planning their revenge would seem sensible.
 Other sources confirm that the Nazi’s were in fact taken by surprise by the fire. Ian Kershaw writes that Hitler was not feigning his tirades aimed at the communists, he was not even sufficiently in control of himself; it was Göring who had to give clear orders in stead of Hitler, because the latter was unable to.
 
As soon as the word got out that the Reichstag was on fire, Göring and Goebbels spoke of communist involvement; immediately attempting to link the communists to the fire (for example by stating that the last members of parliament to leave the Reichstag that night were communists and the fact that Van der Lubbe had a membership card of the Dutch Communist Party with him).
 This was, according to them, sufficient evidence to support their claim that there had been an international conspiracy to topple the German government and establish a communist state in its place. During the trial of Van der Lubbe, Goebbels responded to the publications of the brown books. He said that the brown books were a classic example of the communist trick to reverse the question of guilt and start with accusations in any direction away from them. The brown book was an immoral attack on the truth: the guilty accusing the prosecutor’s.
.

In 1945 Göring (facing a death sentence which was inescapable) said at the Nuremberg trials that the Reichstag fire was not caused by the Nazi’s; he did however acknowledge that they did not have much evidence to suggest the organization of it by and the involvement of communists. The communists would have been arrested no matter what; the Reichstag fire just moved the timetable up a fair bit. As a result of this the Nazi’s did not have enough time to fully prepare for the action and a large number of Communist leaders were able to escape capture and flee the country.
 At this point Göring had little to nothing to lose in admitting Nazi implication in the Reichstag fire, yet, even though he would never be able to escape a death sentence, he claimed that the Nazi’s had not staged the Reichstag fire. This was some time after the Second World War had ended and a new (political) situation had arisen which would colour the debate for a long time.

2.5: Historians and historiography before the war


Professional historians in nineteenth- and twentieth century Germany have been subject to very little intellectual regimentation. With the exception of the Nazi era historians were free to do their research without state intervention. Within German historiography, one main tradition can be distinguished which has been predominant throughout the last two centuries. This main tradition found its roots in German Idealism (the Sonderweg theory which I described in the first chapter) and relied heavily on the critical analysis of sources and a strong dedication for factual accuracy.
 


In the years following the German defeat in the First World War and the emergence of the Weimar Republic, little changed in the way German historians approached history. There was no re-evaluation of the assumptions on which German historiography was founded; emphasis still lay on the positive aspects of German nationhood. The idea of war-guilt and defeat merely fuelled the defence of these German intellectual and political traditions.
 This lead a number of historians to actively support the Nazi’s in order to restore Germany to its rightful place in Europe.

One example of a historian who supported, and believed in, the Nazi cause was Hans-Joachim Schoeps. Himself a Jew, Schoeps founded the so-called ‘Der deutsche Vortrupp. Gefolgschaft deutscher Juden’, a group of Jews who agreed with the Nazi’s (including the race laws against Jews). In 1938 he was forced to flee, though he remained pro-Germany and anti-democratic.
 This supportive activity by Schoeps corresponds with a sentiment that was dominant amongst the majority of the historians (in universities) in Germany: the rejection of the Weimar Republic and the democracy that it embodied. Amongst the historians there was a strong advocacy to restore the dominance of Germany in Europe (and the world), if needed by military means.
 

At the same time, a number of German-speaking historians, a majority of them were (considered) Jewish, but not all, fled Germany, in fear of being prosecuted, between the start of the Nazi era and the end of the Second World War. Some of the most prominent historians to flee were Golo Mann (born in 1909, fled Germany in 1939), Hans Rosenberg (born in 1904, fled Germany in 1933), Hans-Joachim Schoeps (born in 1909, fled Germany in 1938) and, one of the most prominent historians during the Weimar republic, Hans Rothfels (born in 1891, fled Germany 1939). Most of them were forced out of their academic positions by the race laws of the Nazi’s before they fled; before the enactment of these laws there were many historians who (actively) supported the Nazi’s. Many considered themselves Germans over their Jewish ancestry or were not religious at all, but had Jewish parents or grandparents. After the Second World War a number of those historians would return to a war torn country where the historical community was in dire need of their services. 
 

2.6: Historians and historiography 1945-1960 
After the war Germany was divided among the main victors of the Second World War: the United States, the Soviet Union, Great-Britain and France. The French, British and American sectors of occupation were put together and formed West Germany (later the Bundesrepublik Deutschland) whilst the Soviet Union occupied East Germany (later the Deutsche Demokratische Republik). Historians in both occupied zones had to come to terms with their shared past and the horrors it harboured; as I have mentioned in the first chapter, I will focus on West Germany only. 

2.6.1: The traumas of post-war Germany


Shortly after the end of the war it became clear that the events of the Nazi era had left a ruin in Germany that historians were unable to put to words. German historiography had a reached a zero point. The Germans had lost their nation state, their prosperity, their sense of self as a people and their morals in the war. The historical traumas of the Nazi era would scar the historical community as it did the German people.

As I have explained in the first chapter, the response of Germans after the end of the Second World War was to remain silent about the Nazi atrocities; this helped in the process of rebuilding their war-torn country. Even though the Allied forces adopted a denazification program, this program was unable to change the mindset of an entire generation.
 German historians, at least the ones that were left (I will talk about this in the next paragraph), were members of a generation of perpetrators and some had actively supported the Nazi efforts. 

The historical taboos of the Nazi era applied to historians as well as to ordinary citizens. The result of this is that little to no research was done into the questions surrounding the Reichstag fire. Georg Iggers writes that Germans became alienated from their own past.
 Winfred Schulze remarks that even the historians from the German universities whom had not been implicated in any way with the Nazi’s showed no interest whatsoever to research the specific crimes of the Nazi era.
 In post-war Germany the focus of historians lay heavily on finding a legitimate basis for Germany to exist as a nation state. Research into the atrocities of the Nazi’s would only undermine those efforts; in combination with the historical traumas a very plausible reason for them not to investigate those crimes.
 It would take until the beginning of the 1960s before historians would start researching the aforementioned crimes.


2.6.2: Universities and emigrants, the German historical community


After the war a situation arose in which a number of (German) historians who fled Germany before the outbreak of the Second World War returned to their home country. At the same time a number of historians at universities were suspended for their Nazi sympathies. On September 14th 1949, German historians held their first convention since the Nazi’s had come to power. Almost two hundred convened to assess the situation of the German historical community. In his keynote speech, Hans Rothfels (who also had recently re-migrated to Germany) showed no resentment towards his fellow historians even though he had been prosecuted by the Nazi’s (which in turn had been supported by a number of the German historians). The question was however, if the faculties made any serious attempts to attract the emigrants back to the universities or were attempting to keep them out.


The situation at the history faculties in post-war Germany were deplorable; a number of historians had been suspended from office (due to Nazi sympathies), were ill (as a result of malnutrition and other war related issues) or were in prisoner of war camps. Some universities (such as Cologne and Göttingen) only had one available historian left.
 With such a situation existing, the universities made attempts to recall a number of emigrants in order to restore them to their prior positions; these attempts were, however, not very successful during the first post-war years. This was largely because a good deal of the emigrants now held positions at other universities in England and the United States; a return to a country in ruins which they were practically forced to leave was not a very desirable prospect for many. At the same time it was not a big secret that a number of negotiations between universities and emigrants were purely to appease the Allied military government and public opinion.
 In the first post-war years only four (Schoeps, Rothfels, Fraenkel and Mohr) out of 134 emigrated historians re-migrated, in the two decades after the war a total of twenty-one historians would return to Germany. At the same time a number of historians who wanted to return encountered all sorts of problems to get a position at a German university.


The lack of success at appeasing the emigrants to return to Germany had a profound influence on the historical culture of Germany in the sense that it remained conservative and, quoting Schulze, ‘[…] failed to undertake the much-promised and much-debated revision of historical thinking that was needed after 1948-1949. Even Friedrich Meinecke, who had sharply attacked Prussian militarism in 1946, retreated in 1949. He spoke not of “guilt” but of “tragedy”, for Germany, he stated, had acted in legitimate self-defence.’
  


This refusal to revise the way the West German historians thought about history is underlined by Gerhard Ritter who took up the role of spokesperson for the German historians. He saw no reason to pursue a general reorientation of historical scholarship in Germany; he even felt the need to criticize the historians from abroad (mostly the United States) who warned German historians for the strong traditional angle of the dissertations that were (being) produced.
 It was not so that nothing changed in German historiography. During the 1950s the so-called ‘Strukturgeschichte’ developed under the influence of (amongst others) Schieder and Conze; a history aimed at the history of man to be found in the social constructs produced by humans. This line of thought aimed to find a legitimate basis for Germany’s existence as an independent nation by looking at structures that could be found in all developed nations, including Germany.
2.6.3: The status of the Reichstag fire question

The West German historians had to find a way to approach the recent Nazi history and explain why and how the extraordinary accumulation of events lead to the most destructive war ever waged. One event which was regarded as one of the most important events in the path to power by the Nazi’s is the Reichstag fire. 

The main point of discussion was the question whether Marinus van der Lubbe worked alone (an option that received very little support), was a communist agitator, or a fascist agent. It was also important to establish whether he had been (and if so, to what degree) influenced and used by a certain (if any) group. In this effort the historians were, partially, aided by the publication of the memoires of several people who had been part of the Nazi regime or the Communist Party. These people ranged from those being involved with Münzenberg to a former Gestapo official. 

In 1946, a former Gestapo official named Hans Bernd Gisevius published his own view on how the Nazi’s had been able to grab power over a ‘Kulturvolk’. The Nazi’s used Van der Lubbe as their tool to supply them with a pretext for a grab for power. The idea for the Reichstag fire originated from the office of the propaganda chief of the Nazi’s: Goebbels.
 Gisevius writes that Goebbels and Göring ‘[…] with dramatic arm gestures position these world-class arsonists themselves before their own fire, and they wait stoically [...] .’
 The book by Gisevius corresponds for large parts with the brown books that were published in 1933 and 1934. When asked for his reaction to Gisevius’ book, Ernst Torgler, in 1933 head of the Communist Party faction in the Reichstag, rather surprisingly, said: ‘nonsense!’.
 Nonetheless, Gisevius was a former high ranking Nazi official who admitted that the Nazi’s were responsible for the Reichstag fire. This made him a credible source and his work was used by many authors in the years after its publication. During the time of the publication of Gisevius there was Allied pressure for self-examination, his book can be seen as a product of this pressure. As I have mentioned in the first chapter, the Allied pressure stopped rather abruptly after which the West Germans adopted a communicative silence. This silence is considered to have been very welcome for the young Bundesrepublik which needed to divert its efforts to integration and reconstruction, rather than placing blame.
 The predominant view of that time, the Nazi’s as perpetrators of the Reichstag fire, remained dominant. There was a strong inclination across Europe to believe that the Nazi’s were the real culprits of the Reichstag fire; an affirmation of what many people had believed and advocated for a long time. With the new political situation in Germany, but also in the world, it was in the best interest of all victorious parties to attribute the Reichstag fire to the Nazi’s in stead of the communists or Van der Lubbe on his own. 

The memoirs of former communists discrediting the brown books did not do a lot to change the view regarding the implication of the Nazi’s in the Reichstag fire. The fear of being branded a Nazi sympathizer or a politically motivated anti-communist during the Cold War ensured that the communist vantage point of the Reichstag fire remained the dominant one.
 This situation would persist until the 1960s; for a large part because there was little to no research done into the questions surrounding the Reichstag fire. This can be explained by the historical traumas that surround the Nazi era, as well as the fact that the government stimulated a process of nation building above placing the blame of the Nazi crimes. Actively prosecuting all the Germans who had been involved in the Nazi crimes (or regime) would be sheer impossible (or at the very least impractical) as it would divide the nation even further and deprive the slim workforce even more.   

It would take almost two decades before German historians would start to assess the Nazi crimes. Some of the historians which embarked on the investigation of the Reichstag fire were Hans Mommsen (born in 1930), Karl-Heinz Janβen (born in 1930) and Fritz Tobias (born in 1912). They, and Fritz Tobias in particular, would play an important role in the debate which was to evolve surrounding the various aspects of the Reichstag fire. These debates, which take place roughly between 1960 and 1980, would turn into debates in which both parties would insist on their own arguments and discard the arguments of the other camp. At one point both camps would even resort to discrediting the other party and blatant name calling.
2.7: Conclusion

The burning of the Reichstag formed the basis for a big controversy. Did Van der Lubbe work on his own, as he claimed, or was he a Communist agitator or a Nazi agent? The conflicting views defended by the Communists and Fascists respectively formed the basis for a widespread propaganda campaign by both parties in an attempt to gain the support of the general public for their own vantage point. Generally people did not believe in the option that Van der Lubbe did indeed work alone as he claimed he had. This was possibly the result from him being depicted as an insane and irrational person.
 


Due to the fact that the Nazi’s had greatly benefitted from the burning of the Reichstag, the general public throughout Europe was fairly receptive to the communist vantage point, posed in the brown books by Münzenberg (and later supported by the counter-trial in London). The communists portrayed themselves as the victims of a cruel repressive regime. The European nations were, however, not blind to the propaganda by the communists; the difficulties that arose during the time that the committee for the counter-trial are proof of this. Whether or not the communists were completely successful in their propaganda efforts abroad; they were unable to broadcast their message in Germany as they were very much restricted in their access to the media.    

In Germany, the Nazi government attempted to sway other European nations towards their own vantage point claiming Germany was a civilized nation which was busy administering justice. At the same time they had eliminated a number of their political adversaries and started a process aimed at domesticating the media and control them. The Nazi’s used the Reichstag fire as a pretext to get complete control over the government and from that point onwards focused their propaganda efforts on the German general public. In this process they also restricted their access to foreign news media, as well as limiting access of foreign journalists to Germany. 

The propaganda battle between the Nazi’s and communists marked the beginning of the historiography on the Reichstag fire. The books, pamphlets and information derived from Van der Lubbes trial would later be used as primary sources in the debates that would heat up after the 1960s. Before that time the (West) German historians remained silent after the end of the Nazi era and did little to no research into the Nazi crimes. This can be explained by the historical traumas of the Second World War and the quest of historians after the war to find a legitimate basis for German as a nation state; investigating the Nazi crimes just did not have a place in that situation.

In Europe, the dominant view on the Reichstag fire within the historical community corresponded with the communist vantage point. Up to the late 1950s this view would remain the most dominant one. This was partially fuelled by the fact that people who contested the view that the Reichstag was set alight by the Nazi’s risked being branded as Nazi sympathizer. It needs no explanation that this was not a desirable brand to receive shortly after the Second World War. Later on, with tensions mounting between the Soviet Union and the Allies, this brand was still undesirable; however, being branded a communist became undesirable as well.   

The significance of the Reichstag fire has been defined in different ways by both parties. The communists saw it as the way the Nazi’s attempted to seize control of the state and avert possible loss at the elections, which were scheduled to take place shortly after the fire. Contrary to the Nazi’s, the communists received widespread sympathy. The Nazi’s used the Reichstag fire as a pretext to remove their political adversaries from public office and the media. According to the Nazi’s, the Reichstag fire was the sign for a communist revolution or uprising which had been planned for a long time. The significance they constructed and the fierceness they defended their own view with, using all resources at their disposal, shows how both parties tried to reconstruct the event in their own terms, to suit their own needs. The communist vantage point was and remained the predominant one in the years after the Second World War within the historical community. This can be attributed to the fact that only very few people believed that Van der Lubbe had acted alone, and that supporting the view that it was the communists who were planning a revolution in Germany would result in being branded a Nazi sympathizer. Naturally this was not a very popular brand after the end of the war. This is an excellent example of memory politics; the past is used (consciously or subconsciously) to promote or prevent certain reactions and ideas. The idea that the Nazi’s had not been responsible for the Reichstag fire was an idea that was not viable in a time where a strong emphasis was put on the Nazi crimes.

Subsequent to the fire a process of construction of significance was started around the Reichstag fire, as well as the arsonist, Marinus van der Lubbe. This process resulted in two opposing (Nazi and communist) views and one dissonant (Van der Lubbe worked on his own) view on the event. These contesting views would fuel a debate amongst historians after the Second World War; it would however take over two decades for this debate to evolve to large proportions. 

3. Reappropriation of the past 1960-1990

From the 1960s onwards, roughly thirty years after the Reichstag fire, a new line of thought emerged during a time when some German historians were busy rethinking and redefining their past. 

3.1: Introduction


With a new generation of German historians having to come to terms with their recent past, a large debate sprung up regarding the origins of the Reichstag fire. This new (social) generation of historians was brought up in the Weimar Republic and came of age just before the start of the Second World War. They had (for the most part) been part of the youth institutions of the Nazi’s; their age cohort entails the group of people born between 1920 and 1931).
 In post-war Germany they were forced to redefine their (political) identity as their upbringing according to Nazi standards was (for obvious reasons) not viable for continuation. This generation was (for a large part) defined by their experiences during the Second World War; with the defeat of Germany and the start of the Cold War they experienced a difficult (political) situation in which they strived to reappropriate their recent (Nazi) past. 


From the 1950s onwards, (West) Germans found themselves experiencing the so-called ‘Wirtschaftswünder’, as the gross national product per capita doubled between 1950 and 1960. This enabled them to form a new national legitimacy and identity.
 In order to be able to identify oneself with a country some sort of historiography is in order (there is no identity without history; the past makes up your identity); for the first time after the Second World War (sometimes also depicted as ‘Zero hour’ in modern history), the belief in and identification with the values of a society came (partially) out of the taboo-sphere.
 From the 1960s the historiography from the Nazi era was being reappropriated, carefully, but not without intense debates.  

The debate on the Reichstag fire focussed on the question: who was the puppeteer that made Van der Lubbe set the Reichstag on fire? Up to the 1960s it was generally believed that Van der Lubbe was working for the Nazi’s; as I stated in the previous chapter, this was mainly due to the successful propaganda campaign of the communists. A third option as to whom was responsible for the fire of 1933, which up to that point had never received a lot of attention amongst scholars, became important after the publication of Tobias Fritz’ book Der Reichstagsbrand in 1962. This third option entailed the idea that Marinus van der Lubbe had acted alone without outside help. The book formed basis for a large, long lasting debate between two different groups of (German) historians; the supporters of the so-called Alleintäterschaftsthese and the group supporting the Volkspädagogik. This debate was in an important way connected to the way German historians had to come to terms with their recent past. Remarkably, the focus in the debate shifted away from the actual topic towards a debate on the purpose of history for society.


In the following, I will examine the different views on the Reichstag fire and their connection to other factors such as political climate (location) and temporal distance. Considerable attention will go out to the different views between the two sides of historians. The new way of dealing with their recent past was called the German Sonderweg (as was explained in the first chapter) which became a fairly popular view on the development of Germany as a nation state. It offered an explanation for German responsibility of two World Wars and their transition from a strongly hierarchical society into a democratic state. Germany followed a different (Sonder) path (Weg) than most of the other Western European nations. As the Sonderweg theory became a prominent view on German 20th century history, it is important to asses this theory with regard to the Reichstag fire. This will show how the Reichstag fire was viewed and placed in history between 1960 and 1990, the reappropriation of the past.

3.2: Temporal distance and the influence of media 


Historians write about the past, that much is evident. When you ask a random person to define ‘past’ a viable definition would be ‘everything that has happened before this moment’, this is supported by the dictionary reference of ‘past’ which is “belonging to time gone by”.
 When looking at those definitions it would be viable to say that a historian writes about events that have occurred at any moment before the present time. This, however, is not exactly the case in the general practice of historians. The task of a historian lies in the synchronization of a large number of events into a comprehensible (hi)story. For this he needs to have some distance between him and the events that occurred (it is important to know what consequences a certain event has). This is described by Piet Blaas as the ‘temporele distantie’ (temporal distance) to an event. The idea of temporal distance dates back to the second half of the twentieth century and was first coined by Hendrik Hoetink as ‘achteraf vooruitzien’ (looking forward in hindsight).
 This temporal distance is an important item in the way historians work. With this idea it becomes possible to select events which fit into the ‘path’ that is made by the historian in order to bring cohesion to historical periods. The Reichstag fire is an event which was described and valued as it and its aftermath occurred. Yet only in hindsight is it possible to see which chain of events was set in motion by the Reichstag fire. In 1933, during the propaganda battles between the Nazi’s and the Communists; even though the authors had their fears of events which could happen (or were happening), when they wrote their publications they could not foresee all that would come to pass. This became possible later on; after the Second World War when historians started to asses their recent past. In hindsight, the historians were able to reconstruct the past and select the events that were important in and for their history.
 Whilst it is possible to write about events as they occur it is not something historians do, that is the task of journalists and the media. Newsagents are important in supplying the people with news and facts to help them form an opinion on events that have occurred. This gives the media a lot of power and influence.    

In Chapter Two I have briefly assessed the influence of media shortly after an event; mostly in terms of propaganda. In the thirty years that I assess in this chapter, the media has also played an important role in the debates surrounding the Reichstag fire. In this time the media has selected, portrayed and constructed images that were transmitted to the general public. These images are also transmitted to historians, who are also part of the ‘general public’. By this they are, up to a certain extent, influenced by it just like every other person.  

An important notion with regard to media influence is known in literature as the agenda-setting-theory. This theory entails the idea that the influence of the media is not so much based on exerting direct influence on opinions and behavior of people, but much more on having influence on the topics that the people find important (and thus will be forming an opinion of).
 It is virtually impossible to write about this theory without using a famous quotation that can be found in nearly every work regarding agenda-setting: ‘The media (…) may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling people what to think about.’
. It is believed that agenda-setting is the most powerful tool used to influence people (and thus also historians) by the media (whether this is done consciously or unconsciously is another matter). 
The media do not only put topics on the agenda (minds) of people, but they also influence the way people judge and evaluate these topics, this is called (media-)priming. This is the second theoretical notion and it is seen as connected to the agenda-setting theory. Priming is the effect of a stimulus on how people will react to a following stimulus. Keep in mind what Goebbels told Hitler (as I quoted in chapter two): ‘Any lie, frequently repeated, will gradually gain acceptance’.
 Earlier stimuli (the primes) do, to a certain extent, influence the reactions on a new stimulus. It is the process in which new information (provided by the media) triggers earlier notions which are mentally connected to the new stimulus. This results in the situation in which it is likely that these earlier stimuli exert influence on interpretation, assigned value and reception of the new stimulus.
 This can be one of the things that explains why people can have powerful reactions when their beliefs are questioned. 
In relation to the subject at hand this theory can be translated into the idea that the associations that the general public makes with regard to a certain subject or person, in this case the Reichstag fire, is up to a certain degree influenced by earlier information (stimuli) regarding the key players involved in it. The earlier stimuli links terms like distrust, war crimes, the holocaust, unethical behavior and aggressors to the Nazi’s.  These stimuli associated with Hitler, Goebbels, Göring and other Nazi’s makes that it is easier for many people to believe in the idea that the Nazi’s were the real culprits whilst van der Lubbe was merely a tool than the other option; that the Communists were the culprits. This could explain why many people had grave difficulties accepting the Alleintäterschaftsthese that was coined by Fritz Tobias in a manuscript in the 1960s. The population was primed to see the Nazi’s as incredibly evil, acquitting them of a crime seemed wrong on every level. The notion of priming can be linked to propaganda in the sense that the people are influenced in their mindset and way of thinking; in a situation where the government wields a great degree of control over the media, priming can thus be interlinked with propaganda. 

3.3: Nationale Pädagogik oder Wahrheitsfindung?

For a period of time during and after the Second World War, up to the 1950s, it was generally ‘not-done’ to question the involvement of the Nazi’s in the Reichstag fire. Doing so could result in being suspected of having Nazi sympathies (obviously not something that would be good for your career and safety) or being involved in anti-Communist propaganda (which on itself was not such a bad thing in Western Europe, but it would be considered falsifying history with political motives).
  Even though there appeared to be at least some consensus the debate was reopened after the publication by Fritz Tobias’ book called Der Reichstagsbrand: Legende und Wirklichkeit in 1962. The debate that would follow focussed for a large part on the question whether historians should be preoccupied finding the truth or finding lessons in history for the general public.

3.3.1: A new thesis: the Alleintäterschaftsthese
The fact that the Communist vantage point had up to that point been considered the correct one in many circles is acknowledged in the introduction, written by the prominent Dutch historian Lou de Jong, to the book Reichstagsbrand: aufklärung einer Historischen Legende (by U. Backes et al.). In this introduction he writes that he had always found it suspicious that the Nazi’s, who were able to benefit so easily from the fire, claimed they had not been implicated in the act. The Reichstag fire was almost too convenient. His suspicion had been confirmed by the Communist lecture (the brownbooks). De Jong supported this view for over thirty years until he read the aforementioned book by F. Tobias whilst he was working on his first volume about the history of the Netherlands during the Second World War. He noted ‘this book convinced me completely’.
 

The aforementioned Fritz Tobias (born in 1912) was the amateur historian who wrote his famous book called Der Reichstagbrand – Legende und Wirklichkeit (translated in English, and used in this thesis: The Reichstag fire) which advocated strongly in favour of the view that van der Lubbe had worked and acted on his own without outside help. This view became the most prominent one regarding the origins and causes of the Reichstag fire of 1933. Since its importance in this matter can hardly be underestimated I will invest quite a lot of space and time evaluating this publication, especially since the reactions to his book opened up and stirred the debate between the aforementioned groups of historians on this subject a great deal. 

Tobias sets out in his second chapter claiming that most people have the wrong view of van der Lubbe. The life of Van der Lubbe is seen by Tobias as one of the few rare cases where the life of a single person has been scrutinized in such detail and yet been deliberately been distorted and misunderstood. Marinus was claimed to be a ‘congenital idiot, juvenile delinquent, pathological vagrant, pathological liar, pathological boaster and homosexual prostitute for the Nazi’s’.
 Tobias says that every attempt undertaken to change this image of van der Lubbe into an image more suiting had to come up to the two brown books (from 1993 and 1934) issued by the communists. As both parties, Nazi’s and communists, worked hard to ‘prove’ that Van der Lubbe had in fact worked for the opposing side van der Lubbe was turned into a political object rather than a criminal.
 With Van der Lubbe, nine others were arrested and charged with the arson of the Reichstag (in court all of the alleged accomplices of Van der Lubbe were found innocent); the nine others that were arrested by the Nazi’s were also happily welcomed by the communists and turned into Nazi’s by them.
 

Tobias counters the standing image of Van der Lubbe, although he notes that it is hard to counter the generally accepted image of Van der Lubbe because of the two brown books (1993 and 1934) and their descriptions of the main suspect.
 Nonetheless, by quoting passages from the interrogations which show that Van der Lubbe had in fact great abilities with numbers, the German language, as well as schematics, Tobias attempts to deconstruct the depiction of Van der Lubbe as a congenital idiot. According to Tobias these statements were hardly given credibility because they would support Van der Lubbe’s claim to have been the sole arsonist and an intelligent man in stead of a ‘apathetic moron’. This, obviously, did not quite correspond to what the Nazi’s wanted to prove (Marinus van der Lubbe being a Communist agent).
 

According to Tobias, the Nazi’s were genuinely afraid that the communists would try to stage a revolt against them. This idea is not too strange if you take into account that a bloody civil war had taken place in Germany throughout 1920s which claimed thousands of victims and eventually ended in a victory for the Nazi’s over the communists. However, the Nazi’s feared that the communists had only experienced, at best, a major setback. For them it was perfectly feasible that their political adversaries were planning and scheming for ways to increase their own power and do some serious damage to the National Socialists and settle some old scores. The Nazi’s realized that they had to crack down hard on the communist as soon as they had any excuse to do so; Van der Lubbe provided this excuse.
          

Another remarkable part of the myth surrounding Van der Lubbe is the fact that he had a trial in court. It would seem that it would have been easier and more efficient for the Nazi’s to shoot him as soon as possible after his capture if he had really been associating with them. Let him do their dirty work and then kill him would have given them the opportunity to brand him a communist without a possibility to prove the opposite; the implication of the Nazi’s in the Reichstag fire. Also, as no other accomplices would have been found it would have been easier to claim that Van der Lubbe had inside help from members of the Communist Party.
 Tobias goes on building the case of Van der Lubbe being a lone wolf as he recollects the primary reactions from Nazi officials which were emotional and far harsher then their eventual resulted actions. He claims that their reactions and actions were the result of their genuine fear for a communist revolt which they feared would take place all over Germany.
 These early reactions resulted not only in the arrests of many people but also in a number of new laws which largely increased the power of the government over its citizens. 

One of these laws was issued only one day after the Reichstag fire and is one of the points of evidence used by people who pointed the finger at the Nazi’s claiming their involvement. The ability to pass a law specifically assessing the problems and concerns that have arisen within twenty-four hours of the event occurring suggests, according to some, that it was drafted prior to the fire and was ready to be passed before the arson was committed; ergo the Nazi’s had to have been aware of what was about to happen. According to Tobias this statement is opposite to the truth. The decision to create the imperative legal base for the actions announced by Hitler shortly after he arrived at the Reichstag was made later that evening. This decision resulted in an emergency meeting of cabinet the next morning in which Hitler called for the ‘ruthless oppression of the Communist Party’; the widespread fear within the cabinet for a communist revolt in Germany was enough for Hitler’s law to be passed with relative ease and without having to intimidate the other members of cabinet.
 Tobias moves on to refute most of the evidence that has been giving by the communists and Nazi’s to discredit each other. 

Tobias systematically moves through all the evidence, the events, the culprits and the trial to come to the conclusion which is obvious from the start of the book. It is extremely likely that Marinus van der Lubbe had in fact worked on his own, without assistance. His book meant a landslide shift in what was known in literature. The final conclusion was not, as was generally the case, that the Nazi’s had been the accomplices of van der Lubbe and had used him as a tool. Nor was he a communist agent dispatched to signal a revolt. Much rather was Van der Lubbe a sole culprit wanting to display his personal objections to the National Socialist regime.
 After its publication, the Institut für Zeitgeschichte asked one of its historians to examine the manuscript written by Tobias. This would lead to a problem which has haunted the Institut up to the present day.

3.3.2: Hans Schneider and the Institut für Zeitgeschichte


The manuscript made by Tobias was examined in succession by two separate historians from the Institut für Zeitgeschichte based in Munich; Hans Schneider and Hans Mommsen. The reason that it was examined by not one, but two historians is an issue which has been used as an argument in the debates on the Reichstag fire. The first (Hans Schneider) was removed from his task as examiner of the manuscript by the Institut after some time and replaced by Mommsen. Hans Schneider did not agree with the manuscript written by Tobias and was busy writing a sharp critique when he was removed from his duty; Mommsen would eventually fully subscribe to the findings of Tobias and become one of his most prominent supporters. This has fed speculations that the Tobias these is flawed, but that attempts to publish this were actively repressed; it has been used as an argument by scholars supporting the Nazi-Täterschaft. 


Dieter Deiseroth (born in 1950) explains that the sharp criticism that has been formulated in the direction of the board of the Institut für Zeitgeschichte and Hans Mommsen (who supposedly played a dubious role in the process and removal of Schneider from his task) raises serious questions regarding their functioning and role in the Reichstag fire controversy.
 


   One of the reasons that is generally given by supporters of the Nazi-Täterschaft for Schneiders removal is that the work he was about to publish was “politically unwelcome”. This remark was supposedly written by Mommsen on Schneiders manuscript.
 The official reaction of the Institut für Zeitgeschichte is different to this story; according to the Institut, the manuscript by Schneider was not ready which was not acceptable to them after eighteen months of research.
 These political motivations are unwelcome in the practice of historians, where a search for the truth is supposed to be the aim. 

Mommsen strongly disagrees with the allegations made at him and the Institut. In a television appearance on the Reichstag fire debate, Mommsen praised the work of Tobias as very professional (even though Tobias lacked the training of a historian) and solid. Mommsen is the one of the first revisionist historians to support the thesis as coined by Tobias.

Tobias’ conclusions were met with widespread debate and criticism. In certain circles of historians, the acquitting of Nazi implication in the Reichstag fire was met with disbelief and fierce opposition. Several publications were published discrediting the findings of Tobias; these will be discussed shortly. The discredit brought upon Tobias by these historians eventually lead to a new publication by a number of prominent (West-)German historians in 1986.   

3.3.3: Tobias under fire: Calic and the Luxembourg Committee

One of the first historians to attack the thesis of Tobias latter was Edouard Calic, one of the survivors of Nazi prosecution.
 In his (translated to Dutch) book De Rijksdag brandt, published in 1969, he gives an account of what he calls his duty to the betrayed German people to give full disclosure about a crime which gained the Führer 55 million votes shortly after the fire and resulted in the death of that same amount.
 The very fact that Calic is a survivor of the Nazi prosecutions sends up red flags immediately. Anything written by this author concerning the Nazi’s should always be carefully examined as Calic is likely to be far from impartial.  

From the onset of his book it becomes clear that Calic is certain that not the Communists, but the Nazi’s were the accomplices of Van der Lubbe. Calic shows in the first pages of the book how a number of the circumstances surrounding the fire were all too convenient for the Nazi’s. A few of the examples named by Calic are the rescheduling of a big press conference from the 24th to the 27th at 21:00 hours at a location on walking distance from the Reichstag. During the press conference the journalists of all major national and international newsagencies were notified of the burning Reichstag after which they were rushed to the scene where they were admitted past the police line on the authority of a high police officer (after being refused entry at first). This way they were able to report about the communist plot as was stated by Hitler shortly after the fire.
 Another striking coincidence that is noted by Calic is that a good deal of the high-profile political leaders were in the vicinity of the Reichstag when it burst into flames. At a number of different locations nearby the Reichstag were: von Hindenburg (Reichspräsident), François-Poncet (French ambassador), Schwerin-Krosigk (Treasurer of the new cabinet), Sahm (mayor of Berlin), Neurath (the new Minister of Foreign Affairs), von Rundstedt (military commander of Berlin) and Treviranus (one of the most influential members of the opposition). To top this of, Hitler had chosen exactly the 27th to have a day without election speeches and an evening listening to music at Goebbels’ house. At the same evening there was a big event hosted by the social-democrats to honour the 50th anniversary of Karl Marx’ death; a great excuse to mobilize a large force of police and paramilitary organizations (such as the Sturmabteilung). If you add to this that on the 24th a communiqué was released stating that evidence had been found that a Communist Revolt was being planned it is obvious, as Calic claims, that this was all to convenient for the Nazi’s. With the SA already mobilized and ready for orders, a lot of international and national journalists close to the Reichstag, the 50th anniversary of Karl Marx’ death, earlier reports of a communist revolution being planned and a good deal of the political leaders present the ideal circumstances were there to take full advantage of the political opportunities that would be created by the fire.
 Besides that, the Nazi’s were in a difficult position in Berlin where they were low on support. At the last elections of November 1932 they only gained 269,194 votes in Berlin whilst the communists had 450,793. To take over control of Germany would need a significant increase in popularity in Berlin as well.

It can not be considered a secret that Hitler was not charmed by the Reichstag building; he thought it to be a grotesque and an architectonic chaos. Hitler never set foot in the Reichstag building before the 27th of February 1933 because he considered it a symbol of the humiliation of the Versailles Treaty. At one point Hitler compared the Reichstag with the Temple of Jerusalem and its destruction by Jesus Christ. This happened ten weeks before the Reichstag fire.
 This ‘prophecy’ by Hitler can be compared to the usage of an image of the Reichstag in flames used in a Nazi election pamphlet in March 1932 and (alleged) earlier remarks from Hitler, supposedly dating as far back as 1923, concerning the physical destruction of the Reichstag.
 Besides the fact that Calic has completely different ideas than other (West-)German historians there it is also visible that he writes in a different manner than his counterparts. 

  When reading a publication written by an academic writer it is sometimes possible to deduct some covert insults aimed at one or more people; however these insults generally maintain some sort of civil behaviour. When reading the book of Calic it soon becomes obvious that he is not too friendly when discussing Nazi’s; naturally this is understandable considering his past as survivor of Nazi prosecution, but he stoops to the level of name-calling. Göring is described as bon-vivant (pp 19), lazy bum (pp 20) and fatso (pp 20). Göring is not the only person to be depicted in negative terms; Goebbels is described as small clubfoot (pp 23), jealous (pp 23), unfriendly (pp 23), the little ass-kissing brown dwarf (pp 23).
 Hardly the level of sophistication one would expect in a publication from someone with an academic title. Yet this sort of name-calling is a strong hint that Calic does not have his emotions under control when discussing his former prosecutors; this is understandable but obviously not desirable as it is likely that it is not doing his research any good (as will his readers pick up). Calic does not only insult old Nazi celebrities, but also his fellow historians.  


Calic wrote his book in a response to Tobias’ new outlook on the Reichstag fire with Van der Lubbe as sole culprit. In his conclusion Calic takes some time to make his conclusions as well as to say something about Fritz Tobias and his work. Calic claims that the liars who tried to keep the truth hidden have eventually helped a great deal in the discovery of it. The people who held key positions in the prosecution in Third Reich, such as Diels, Zirpins, Braschwitz and Heisig, were the former police- and firemen who testified at the court hearings of Van der Lubbe and his alleged accomplices. After the fall of the Third Reich they miraculously changed their mind and made Marinus van der Lubbe from a communist agitator into a lone pyromaniac who unsuspectedly helped Hitler at a very crucial time. To support this thesis they changed their own memories and recollections. They thought that a number of official documents would never surface again which strengthened their attempt to hide the truth.
 After these first comments Calic turns to Tobias and his work.


  Tobias enters the stage and is described as ‘a police official from the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Lower-Saxony’. Tobias attempted to turn a former Gestapo-executioner and SS-Sturmbahnführer (Heisig) into a credible source by claiming that he was one of the countless Germans who obeyed because of the threat of physical force. Naturally, to achieve this he did not mention the rank of Heisig in the SS and his past crimes. He was part of the silent opposition of the Nazi’s and he remained silent until the end of the Second World War.
 Tobias also says that Walter Zirpins, a colleague of him at the ministry, (the Jew-murderer of the Litzmannstadt ghetto and the head of special training of the Gestapo) was not a party member in order to make him a credible source regarding the so-called confession by Van der Lubbe which was obviously fabricated by Zirpins himself. Besides those sources, which turn out to be less credible than first thought,  Tobias was also gravely mistaken in the length of the court hearings (which were only half as long as Tobias claims they lasted) and Van der Lubbe’s supposed understanding of the German language (in which he was not fluent at all). These items can be added to the list of misconceptions and deliberate deceptions.
 The biggest favour of Tobias towards the former Nazi culprits was yet to come though. 

The biggest mistake by Tobias was to award credibility to the words of Rudolph Braschwitz (former commissioner of the investigation committee of the Reichstag fire). Brauschwitz was a document- and testimony-forger above all. To use the words of Calic (in the Dutch translation of his book): ‘Historici à la Tobias, die blindelings de leugens van Braschwitz overnemen, hebben zich helaas niet de moeite gegeven een onderzoek naar het verleden van de commissarissen in te stellen en evenmin hebben zij hun huidige speculaties aan een onderzoek onderwerpen.’
 Calic assigns Diels as one of the most important culprits, Diels also happens to be one of Tobias’ prime sources. Historians like Mommsen, who consider Tobias’ sources credible without investigating the freely accessible documents first is bound were bound to fall for this deception (as was apparently said by professor Golo Mann).
 The real arsonists (Van der Lubbe was a mere distraction, the big fire in the main conference room of parliament was lit by Nazi’s) entered and left the Reichstag through a secret passage whilst they were covered by two Nazi’s disguised as police officers and Nazi’s dressed as civilians outside. From the 1960s onwards a police official from Lower-Saxony attempted to tell a new fairy tale: the Nazi’s were not implicated in the Reichstag fire! Historians like Mommsen and Tobias are, according to Calic, likely to persevere in their mistakes to protect their reputations.
 All and all in his publication Calic criticizes the (West-)German historians and their work. Calic was also part of an international committee that researched the Reichstag fire.  

Roughly a decade after the aforementioned book by Calic was published, a new book was published by the “Internationales Komitee zur wissenschaftlichen Erforschung der Ursachen und Folgen des Zweiten Weltkrieges Luxemburg“(from hereon: Luxembourg Committee) in 1978. The Luxembourg Committee had been studying the Reichstag fire since 1968 and came with a range of new and old documents supporting their thesis that the Nazi’s were responsible for the Reichstag fire. The General Secretary of the Luxembourg Committee was the aforementioned Edouard Calic, who was able to (with the help of his patron Pierre Grégoire, an important Luxembourgian politician) enlist a number of respected politicians and scholars for the Committee.
 Their mission (as it was formulated at the start of their formation) was to “support and confirm the thesis of National Socialist arson [of the Reichstag]”.



 
In 1978 two publications were published by the Luxembourg Committee. The first was called Der Reichstagsbrand – Die Provokation des 20. Jahrhunderts; the second Der Reichstagsbrand – Eine wissenschaftliche Dokumentation / Band 2. Both books assess the Reichstag fire controversy. The second book does not add much to how the controversy evolved and it mainly repeats information that has already been assessed, it will therefore not be discussed here (although it is important to know that the book exists and that it has a lot of information regarding the vantage point that the Nazi’s were implicated in the Reichstag fire). The first book however has, besides the similar information and documentation regarding their thesis, some interesting information concerning the reasons and motives behind the Volkspädagogik-thesis.


It is the opinion of the authors that it is likely that a revision of the history of the Reichstag fire and the implication of the Nazi’s in it might lead to doubts regarding the truth in other topics of the Nazi past such as the Holocaust. On top of this the Luxembourg Committee is confident that Tobias used dubious and possibly forged documents to exonerate the Nazi’s from the Reichstag fire. In this Tobias is described as an amateur historian with absurd ideas and a desire to rehabilitate the Nazi’s.
 The methods used by Mommsen to discredit the Luxembourg Committee, interviews in a magazine, can be compared with the methods Göring used to place the blame of the Reichstag fire at the door of immigrants; Mommsen works with the Göring-model to discredit his opponents.
 A plea coming from several sources follows in which the authors show that there is a lobby in favor of putting the Nazi-implication-thesis into the schoolbooks rather than the Alleintäterschaftsthese (to that point German schoolbooks left the Reichstag fire-controversy outside its curriculum and taught that it was unknown who was responsible for the fire). Obviously, both parties had some trouble to come to some form of consensus (to say the least). This would continue in the years that followed. 
3.3.4: Eine historischen Legende aufgeklärt?

In the 1980s six German historians (Uwe Backes, Karl-Heinz Janβen, Eckhard Jesse, Henning Köhler, Hans Mommsen and Fritz Tobias) set out to repute the criticism that has been brought upon them (and Tobias is particular) by the historians who supported the Volkspädagogik. Special attention goes out to the findings of the aforementioned International Luxembourg Committee. Together, they published a book in 1986 (reprinted in 1987) called Reichstagsbrand – Aufklärung einer Historischen Legende in which they aimed to silence their opposition. From the onset of the book onwards it is clear that the findings of the International Luxembourg Committee will be targeted heavily by the authors; also it soon becomes clear that the authors are not shy to use strong and bold language to discredit their ‘opponents’. In the preface the Dutch historian Lou de Jong writes that it is plausible that the International Luxembourg Committee (or at least members of it) forged documents to support their own case.
 This tone is continued into the Introduction by E. Jesse in which he claims that the publication of Calic from 1968 was largely based on forged documents and information. The Luxembourg Committee used the same techniques for good reasons but with a bad conscience; the alleged forgery of documents can be disproven if the Committee would be willing to preconcert the documents so that the scientific basis of their book could be proven (although earlier requests by the authors to investigate the documents of the Luxembourg Committee were refused or ignored).
 Jesse states that the Luxembourg Committee works in the wake of the Soviet Union; working according the norms of a totalitarian ideology (left wing or right wing alike) which prohibits the exercise of free scientific research and the possibility to question issues that are considered true, unless they follow the dictated line of thought and come to the conclusions that are desired by the totalitarian state.
 Apparently the Luxembourg Committee was hoping that future researchers would not bother to double-check the documents and information of the Committee, a vicious attitude (according to Jesse).
 The Committee boasted that they were in possession of documents that would implicate the Nazi’s in the Reichstag fire; to prevent the disgrace of them not possessing these documents they forged a number of documents to try and save their reputations, yet all they did is damage them further. To counter this shameless attempt of deceit, the authors find it their moral duty to bring the fraud of a Committee that claims to work on a scientific basis to light.

The authors acknowledge that it is hard to find out why the issue of who committed the arson of the Reichstag took such an irrational form. They believe that the main cause for the fierce debates can be found in the political spectrum. It is obvious to the authors that the Luxembourg Committee was never preoccupied with a serious investigation into the truth (as their preposition acknowledged no other truth than that the Nazi’s were implicated), but much rather operated out of political interest. In this it was no so much a left or right wing statement but one that came forth from a national pedagogic in Germany. The national pedagogy entailed the opposition of certain groups of historians (and other scholars) against the idea of the Alleintäterschaftsthese by any means necessary. Professor Golo Mann, whom fled Nazi prosecution in 1939) expressed this idea in a letter he sent to Tobias in 1961 in which he stated is beliefs regarding Tobias’ research regarding his (new) thesis (translated): ‘[…] One-perpetrator-thesis is so-to-speak civil-pedagogically unwelcome [...] The masses will also deduct from the new Reichstag fire-thesis other conclusions which you and I won’t find pleasant. However: Truth be, though the world perish. Nor must it even then be an unambiguously proven truth, and extremely hard,[…] a negative, is proving innocence, when a clear alibi fails.’
 These words would be eagerly used by the Luxembourg Committee to support their case.

The civil-pedagogical card is played against supporters of the Alleintätershafsthese at more than one occasion; Calic calls the Tobias’ thesis ‘unproven and at the same time politically dangerous’, whilst Grégoire (the honorary chairman of the Committee) says that Mommsen defends a thesis which makes him ‘civil-pedagogically very dangerous’. Hofer (the leader of the Committee) makes a very hard statement saying ‘Herr Tobias is possessed with the aspiration to clear the brown rulers from this crime. In consensus with Görings [..] has he put an absolutely unscientific thesis in the world, which is demonstrably based on forged documents and with that is proven that Göring can’t be charged with the Reichstag fire […]’, later on he also depicts the Alleintäterschaftsthese as ‘Gestapo-These’.
 According to Jesse, the manipulation of historical events after 1945 has continued for too long. The moralizing practice of writing history in which the historians decide what the public should hear, contrasts completely with the aim of historians to pursue the truth. The authors believe that future generations will not be able to describe and read about the ongoing dispute between civil-pedagogic and the quest for truth without shaking their head in disbelief.
 The last statement can also be seen as the main issue of the book; in the chapters that follow the authors focus on the different aspects of the controversy between the Alleintäterschaftsthese and the Volkspädagogik. The thesis which is supported by the six authors is defended, but the main point of the book is attacking the ideas, methods and beliefs of the Luxembourg Committee. Each chapter will assessed briefly (or a bit more lengthy depending its relevance) in the following.

The first chapter, written by Mommsen, is a description of the events as they passed and the Alleintäterschaftsthese. He focuses on Marinus van der Lubbe, the reaction of the National Socialists after the Reichstag fire and why the National Socialists were not implicated in this act. As this topic has been discussed before, I will not deliberate on it any further.

The second chapter, written by Jesse, investigates the differences in research between the two camps and the difficulties that have arisen. Walther Hofer (president of the Reichtag fire subcommittee of the Luxemburg Committee) had always ventilated strong opposition to the Alleintäterschaftsthese, for him the Nazi’s were the real culprits. Jesse claims that Hofer based himself on several assumptions as well as some (known) fake documents (like the Oberfohren memorandum; Jesse remarks ironically: ‘With this so-called Oberfohren Memorandum, Hofer fell, contrary to other historians, in a Communist forgery’
). Even though Hofer was a strong supporter of the implication of the Nazi’s in the Reichstag fire, he was not too sure about whether they were really guilty in the 1960s; in stead he (additionally) adopted the new idea that it was not so much important whether there was conclusive proof that the Nazi’s were implicated but that the historical lesson of the Reichstag fire was that the Nazi’s benefitted from it.
 Later on, in the 1970s/1980s Hofer was more certain of the so-called Nazi Mittäterschaft based on a number of new documents. A number of the new documents that are supplied and boasted by the Luxembourg Committee in their publications seem to have been either forged or, conveniently misinterpreted either by the Committee or by others. Some of the examples mentioned are the suspiciously fast draft of the Emergency Enabling Law (countered by the Cabinets’ protocols) and the book by Hermann Rauschning (Gespräche mit Hitler) countered by its own questionability (it was soon argued that a lot of the content of the book was made up and improbable after which the author changed his own words).
 Jesse ends his chapter by claiming that the Luxembourg Committee has stated (at various times) that they are in possession of conclusive evidence implicating the Nazi’s; yet no such evidence has been presented. This issue would be assessed in the next chapter by Uwe Backes.

In the third chapter is an attack directed at the Luxembourg Committee and it methods and means. The earlier mentioned forgeries are mentioned as well as some commentaries that have appeared in the media against the Committee. One of the harshest ones is a quote from the weekly periodical Die Zeit from 1984 (translated by PK): ‘[…] Calic confuses the accessibility of history with fairy tales. Forgeries and intrigues threaten to ruin the good reputation of German historiography.’
 One of the arguments used against the Alleintäterschaftsthese is the Volkspädagogik; Backes assesses this briefly. He remarks that many of the scientists who were part of the Committee were themselves victims of the Nazi’s; they fled Germany to live in exile or suffered the concentration camps. They were against any idea that would exonerate the Nazi’s from any crime they (might have) committed. This (as the idea of the Volkspedägogik) can and may never stand in the way of unbiased historical research according to the authors; they believe it to be possible, though hard, to combine objective research and current political engagement.
 

The fourth chapter is one by Tobias in which he attacks the publications of the Luxembourg Committee and their ‘positive evidence for the Nazi implication’. The main body of the chapter has the forgeries of the Luxembourg Committee as topic. Even though this is obviously an important issue it has been discussed earlier on and will therefore not be assessed any further here. A point that has not been discussed before is, what Tobias calls, the Hofer-principal. This principal entails that Hofer grants credibility to witnesses only if they had been anti-Nazi during the Second World War as long as they support the implication of the Nazi’s; anyone who was pro-Nazi and/or denies the Nazi implication is not credible according to Hofer.
 After this Tobias continues defending his own Alleintäterschaftsthese against the criticism of Calic and the Luxembourg Committee and more attacks on the unscientific way of researching adopted by the Committee. This line of thought it continued in the next chapter by Köhler; even though it can not be stressed often enough how serious the issue of forgery of documents is it will not be discussed in further detail here.

The sixth chapter is a short biography of Edouard Calic by Janβen in which he attempts to explain why Calic is so resentful towards the Nazi regime and anyone who attempts to clear (part of) them from any crime they might have committed.

In the last chapter Hans Mommsen speaks about his personal experiences during the Reichstag fire controversy. He closes his chapter with the important notion that the Reichstag fire controversy was not so much about who the real perpetrator but was mainly concerned with historical-political questions. The most important part of historical research, an objective quest for the truth, was compromised by ideologically biased research. With the forgery of documents and the other dubious actions and publications of the Luxembourg Committee, the reliability of (West-)German historiography had been damaged.
 After this publication by Backes et al., the debate calmed down for a bit. This relatively peace and quiet in the Reichstag fire debate would persist until the early 1990s. 

3.4: Crisis in the German historical community


With the case of the allegedly forged documents, the credibility of German historiography was at stake. During the second half of the 1980s a debate sprung up when Peter Haungs wrote an article titled: ‘Was ist mit den deutschen Historikern los? Oder: Ist Quellen-Fälschung ein Kavaliersdelikt?’
 in which he expressed his surprise that there was so little dismay within the historical community after a number of historians was openly accused of forging historical evidence to suit their politically motivated aims. In a reaction to this article, Eckhard Jesse (born in 1948 and co-author of Der Reichstagsbrand: Aufklärung einer historischen Legende) explains that it is a small group of historians who believe that their actions are justifiable because they do it in the best interest of society. Working with forged evidence is, according to them, something that they can compensate with their social standing. Jesse does not agree with such a standing as it is the task of historians to find the truth and not what suits the political climate.


An issue of importance during the Historikerstreit was the question whether or not the Nazi era should be allowed to actually become the past. After a rigid and harsh demonization of everything that could be related to the Nazi’s in the first post-war years, this stance had been kept up well into the 1980s. This resulted in people who actively fought any attempts of historical revision; the ideological position had remained the same since the end of the war and there was no room for discussion.
 The early debates on the Reichstag fire seem to contradict this stance, although its stark resistance, the Volkspädagogik, (I would almost say, by all means necessary) can be explained by this rigid view on the past. Fact of the matter is that the (West) German historical community did not profit from the debates in the 1970s and 1980s. The hard tone of the debate, including personal insults, and the fact that both sides were ready to go extreme lengths to win this outright battle in the historiography (including forging documents on one side) resulted in a situation where other scholarly disciplines looked at the historical community and wondered what was going on (perfectly captured in the title of the article by Haungs: ‘Was ist mit den deutschen Historikern los?’). The Historikerstreit would become known as one of the last attempts of conservative historians to hold on to their way of viewing the Nazi past.
3.5: Conclusion


During time span of this chapter, the post-war consensus on the Reichstag fire was shattered. The 1970s and 1980s saw a good deal of changes within the German historiography on the Reichstag fire.

The main cause for this was the book by Fritz Tobias (in 1963) in which he coined the option that Van der Lubbe had no accomplices but had worked alone, the so-called Alleintäterschaftsthese. This idea had been mentioned before, but the work of Tobias was the first serious attempt to prove this beyond reasonable doubt. It formed the basis of a dispute between two groups of historians which would last well into the 1980s. 


The debate on the Reichstag fire flared up and created two sides which heavily debated each other. The people who objected to Tobias’ findings claimed not only that Tobias was wrong with his thesis, but also that he embarked on a quest that was potentially harmful for the views of the society on the Nazi era (it was supposedly pedagogically undesirable; the opponents of Tobias supported the so-called ‘Volkspädagogik’). Both sides in this dispute, the Alleintäterschaftsthese supporters and the so-called Volkspädagogik-supporters, criticized each other both on their motives and their methods. In their publications they would insult each other directly and indirectly; this would include calling each other unscientific, imposters and forgers. It did not take a long time for the arguments to move away from the real topic (was Van der Lubbe alone or did he have accomplices) but much rather into a question whether civil-pedagogic arguments versus objective research was desirable in post-war Germany. If the Alleintäterschaftsthese was true, what would the masses think of other “historical certainties” if one of the things they always believed to be true turned out to be false? What would they make of the gas chambers? Would the German masses start to acquit the Nazi’s of other crimes as well? Should the reaction of the masses to objective research be of any importance in a quest for the truth? Is it possible to say: fiat veritas pereat mundus? All these questions were important in this controversy.

This controversy is one of the issues that could arguably be seen as the start of what would later be known as the Historikerstreit; a dispute amongst German historians regarding the place of the (different aspects of the) Nazi past in their (national) history. Especially the debates in the 1970s and 1980s led to a crisis within the historical community after a group of historians allegedly forged documents in order to maintain the idea that the Nazi’s were behind the Reichstag fire. A debate on the motives and means that are used by German historians to conduct their research was the logical effect. 

In the end, after the 1986 book by Backes et al., the Alleintäterschaftsthese would turn out to be strong enough to win the debate. It was, however, in Germany a marginal victory compared to other nations where the Alleintäterschaftsthese would become the predominant theory on the Reichstag fire by a large margin. In Germany the debate would once again flare up after the reunification of Germany in 1990.    

4. Reuniting Germany, revising the revision 1990-present

After the Historikerstreit of the second half of the 1980s, it appeared that the discussions on the Nazi crimes had passed for the most important part. Even though there still were some publications on the Reichstag fire, the opposition to the Alleintäterschaftsthese had diminished; to a large extent after the International Luxembourg Committee had stopped their efforts.
 The idea that Van der Lubbe had indeed worked alone was the predominant idea at the start of the 1990s. The reunification of Germany would, however breathe new life into the debate as new archives became available for (West) German historians. The debate on who was responsible for the Reichstag fire was fueled by two scholars in particular; Alexander Bahar and Wilfried Kugel (although there were others such like Hersch Fischler). The supporters of the Alleintäterschaftsthese were quick to respond. 

4.1: Introduction

On October 3rd 1990, East and West Germany were officially reunited in the Bundesrepublik Deutschland. With this new situation a number of new issues arose, including the questions that had to be answered regarding the Nazi crimes. Before the reunification of Germany there had been attempts to come to terms with the past; to deal with the historical traumas of the Nazi era. These efforts ranged from denial to focussing on their own suffering and comparing that to the Shoah. Especially the latter had been used in the 1970s and part of the 1980s.
 With the reunification of Germany this was no longer a possibility. Even though it is true that at the time (the beginning of the 1990s), the Alleintäterschaftsthese was the most prominent theory; there still was some disagreement and doubt present. 

The reunification of Germany also opened up new possibilities as well with the opening of archives. The most important one was the archive called ‘Fond 551’, an archive with the original files of the investigation into the Reichstag fire; in 1945 the Russians moved it to Moscow, in 1982 it was returned to East Berlin.
 After 1990, these files became accessible for West Germans as well. This lead to new discussions in Germany on the questions of the Reichstag fire which, contrary to popular belief, were not answered to complete satisfaction to a number of historians. The, formerly predominant, Alleintäterschaftsthese was attacked and discarded by a new generation of historians. This new generation claimed that the Reichstag fire had indeed been a Nazi-plot; a return to the predominant idea after the Second World War, based on these new archives. The debate came back to life and has lasted up to the present day. During these debates a number of issues seem to be of recurrent nature. The methods and means of historians had been discussed fiercely in the 1970s and 1980s, but that was not the end of it as the discussions returned with the new publications of historians attempting to prove a Nazi plot.  

4.2: Methods and means of historians: historiography in the aftermath of the Luxembourg committee

With the reunification of Germany a new situation arose for German historians. The previously separated ideologies and historiographies had to merge into one historiography for the whole of Germany. At the same time Germany was still troubled by its Nazi-past.

Even though some rewriting had to be done in German historiography after the reunification, Richard Bosworth notes that there was a situation of relative historiographical peace and quiet after the reunification. History is defined, not only by politicians, but also by historians as a nation building-tool.
  Especially in a country that has just been reunited it would not be the best idea to start off with intense debates on questions that formed the groundwork for the eventual separation of the country. Yet this was exactly what happened.

With regard to the Reichstag fire there was still a lot of work to be done. Whereas the brown books of 1933 and 1934 had not been discredited in East Germany, the debates surrounding the Reichstag fire in West Germany had turned into vicious verbal fights in the 1970s and 1980s. With the publication of the book Der Reichstagsbrand: Aufklärung einer historischen Legende in 1986 (as I have discussed in the previous chapter) the discussion on the Reichstag fire had calmed down a bit. But at the same time a new discussion, in the wake of the Historikerstreit, flared up: the discussion on the purpose of history and the methods used by historians. Since the 1970s, the supporters of the Tobias-these had voiced their grave doubts concerning the sources that had been used by the Luxembourg committee. The sources that had been used were allegedly forged by the committee itself. This raised a number of questions which inspired a number of German scholars to write about the task, motives and means of historians.

In the 1987 publication with the title ‘Was ist mit dem deutschen Historikern los?’, Peter Haungs stated that the motives of the Luxembourg committee were more politically motivated than the search for the historical ‘truth’. Furthermore, the methods applied by the committee appear to be questionable at best (the alleged forgeries); it is of no surprise that they have been attacked by German historians of considerable stature.
 

Yet at the same time it is odd (to say the least) that several historians who co-authored the 1986 Aufklärung einer historischen Legende were also the ones writing a review about that same book for several newspapers (Janβen, Mommsen and Jesse); also one member of the Luxembourg committee was also appointed to write a review for a newspaper about the book of his opponents. Haungs describes this as a Balkan-like situation.
  

The situation that has developed on the Reichstag fire historiography is astounding to Haungs. Especially Walther Hofer is critically assessed: ‘Apparently it has come to this in present day BRD, that it has become possible that, an internationally acknowledged historian, who has spent forty years researching National Socialism, […] has worked on a thesis based on forged evidence in an attempt to discredit a man whose book […] and is considered groundbreaking work […].’
 Yet the majority of the German historians are neither shocked nor appalled by the deliberate use of forged documents. It does not interest the German historians or they choose to ignore the accusations made at the Luxembourg committee. According to Haungs this indicates that forging documents has become a ‘Kavaliersdelikt’, a crime instigated on moral grounds to prevent a worse situation from becoming reality; so to speak, a crime for the right reasons.
 All but one of the historians involved in the Luxembourg committee, and thus associated with the alleged forgeries, have not reacted to the accusations by the publishers of Der Reichstagsbrand: Aufklärung einer historischen Legende. One historian did react to the accusations (Andreas Hillgruber, born 1925) although his reaction entailed that he felt it was, due to the complexity of the matter at hand, impossible to give a final and definitive answer to the allegations.
   

Haungs strongly disagrees with this praxis and is astonished that apparent forgeries and false evidence is presented in children’s schoolbooks as it being truthful and real evidence. Attempts to (re)write history in order to make it civil-pedagogically opportune or in an attempt to prevent people from trying to discard other Nazi crimes as well is illogical, undesirable and most certainly not the task of a historian.
 

Bosworth does note that despite the fact that there are some cultural blind-spots, German historiography is (generally) open to free debate just like other western societies and historiographies. Of the nations involved in the Second World War, German historians might actually be the group which has exercised the largest amount of self-examination.
 This last remark is one which I would dare to question when taking the nature of past and present discussions and arguments on the Reichstag fire. 

4.3: New sources, new discussions: Fond 551

After Fond 551 became accessible for historians from West Germany, it was examined extensively by them. Even though the Alleintäterschaftsthese had not been undisputed, since the 1980s it had become the predominant view on the Reichstag fire. After examining the new sources this changed as a number of German historians started attacked Tobias’ thesis and returned to the idea that the Nazi’s had staged the Reichstag fire.

   
One of the people who have been actively fuelling the debate on the Reichstag fire in the last twenty years is Hersch Fischler (born in 1947). In the 1990s he started actively supporting the return to the view that the Nazi’s had staged the Reichstag fire. At the same time, in order to discredit the thesis by Tobias, he adopted the view that the Alleintäterschaftsthese was an attempt by (former) Nazi’s to protect themselves from prosecution. In 1996 he published three articles on the accessory of the aforementioned German newspaper Der Spiegel in this conspiracy. At the time that several historians accused the Luxembourg committee (as discussed in chapter three) of forging their proof for the implication of the Nazi’s, this was seen by many journalists and younger historians (note the use of the word ‘younger’ which implies that ‘older’ historians would not have made such a conclusion!) as proof that the Alleintäterschaftsthese was the final answer to the questions of the Reichstag fire.
 The existence of Fond 551 had encouraged people to believe in the Alleintäterschaftsthese. Der Spiegel had claimed that the material in Fond 551 had not been disclosed by the DDR because it would prove the, for the communists unwelcome, Alleintäterschaftsthese. The contrary was true; Walter Zirpins (the police official who lead the first interrogations with Van der Lubbe and the general investigations into the Reichstag fire) had suppressed research into vital clues regarding the fire and Van der Lubbes testimony. Besides the information in Fond 551, Fischler also notes that, even during the research of Tobias, there was evidence available (in Koblenz) that undermined the Alleintäterschaftsthese thoroughly. This material was systematically ignored by Tobias (and Der Spiegel) which is reason to doubt their motives (Fischler also remarks that the opposition to the Tobias-these also failed to come up with this evidence).
      

In his second article, Fischler returns to the Koblenz archives and starts of by explaining how he informed Der Spiegel in 1992 of the existence of the information in order to do them a favour. When he received a reaction as late as 1993, the reaction of Der Spiegel was that the information that could be found in said archives was irrelevant. The refusal of Der Spiegel to give an answer to the questions provided by Fischler raised a few questions regarding Der Spiegel and its connections with the (former) Nazi’s.
 These connections resulted in a situation where Der Spiegel had remarkably good information on government issues and was able to have Walter Zirpins give a testimony on the Reichstag fire in the 1950s whilst he had refused to do so for a long time. For Zirpins and other (former) Nazi’s whom had not been prosecuted after the end of the Second World War, the fact that the general opinion was that the Nazi’s had been responsible for the Reichstag fire (and were covered by the police) it would be good if the Reichstag fire could be attributed to either the communists or Marinus van der Lubbe on his own. As the communist conspiracy had been tried and had failed, the Alleintäterschaftsthese was the ideal solution. ‘Coincidentally’ the publication of Tobias’ these appeared in Der Spiegel at a time that the pressure on a former Nazi involved in the criminal investigation of the Reichstag fire (Braschwitz) was mounting (according to Fischler)…
        

In the third essay on Der Spiegel and its involvement in a conspiracy to remove blame from for Nazi’s, Fischler starts off by saying that Der Spiegel succeeded in halting the investigation into a number of former Nazi officials involved in the Reichstag-case in 1933. A question which had surrounded Fond 551 lies in close connection with those same (West) German officials. A question that arose was why the DDR did not make Fond 551 public if it contained definitive information (or at least very strong clues) that the Nazi’s had orchestrated the Reichstag fire. The answer, according to Fischler, lies in the fact that it was not only proof to the DDR but also the ideal material to blackmail high ranking BRD officials. If the information would become public they would lose their ability to gain top-level information as the involved officials would be replaced.
 After this notion, Fischler comes with his definitive verdict on Der Spiegel. Fischler gives a few examples in which Nazi crimes were downplayed in the newspaper and showing the connections its founder, Rudolph Augstein (born in 1923), with (former) Nazi’s and his involvement in Der Spiegels publications surrounding the Nazi past. After this he concludes that Der Spiegel has strong right-wing and neo-conservative sympathies (and always has had) which had been covered up in the 1960s and 1970s. Only in the past years it has become obvious that Der Spiegel is not the left-wing newspaper people thought it to be, but much more a right-wing, strong nationalistic one.
   

In 2001 Alexander Bahar (born in 1960) and Wilfried Kugel (born in 1949) published a voluminous work on the Reichstag fire in which they aimed to give a definitive answer and end the ongoing debate; this book followed almost ten years after Bahar had republished the work of Walter Hofer and the Luxembourg committee in 1992. In this book they advocate that the thesis of Tobias is wrong and that the Nazi’s were in fact the real culprits of the Reichstag fire. According to Bahar and Kugel, the real culprits can be found in Goebbels, Göring and SA-leader Karl Ernst.
 These names have all been mentioned before and are not that intruiging. Three other statements by the authors are more intriguing. 

The first is the fact that Bahar and Kugel believe that the Oberfohren-memorandum, which has been considered a (communist) forgery since the second half of the 1930s, is in fact authentic. This makes it an important piece of evidence to prove the Nazi conspiracy.
 The second claim is that the Reichstag fire was the result of an international conspiracy in which besides the Nazi’s also a, or multiple rich foreign parties were involved. The prime suspect for the rich foreign party could, according to the authors, be found in the chairman of the Royal Dutch-Shell group, Sir Henry Deterding; someone who had contacts with (leader of the SA) Ernst Röhm. Bahar and Kugel remark that further research would be desirable to shine a light on this hypothesis.
 Thirdly, the authors put their question marks behind the death of Rudolph Diels, former Gestapo chief and one of the former Nazi’s to claim that the Reichstag fire was in fact staged by the Nazi’s. Diels, an experienced hunter, was supposedly killed when he accidently shot himself whilst hunting. This happened shortly after he had two large exposé’s in newspapers Stern and Weltbild. It would appear all too coincidental that an experienced hunter would have a hunting accident shortly after implicating the Nazi’s in the Reichstag fire.
 After describing the facts of the Reichstag fire and its aftermath, followed by an examination of number of issues that are up for debate (of which I have described a few), the authors move to their outlook on the controversy that developed after the Second World War (or as they put it in the title of their book: ‘how history is made’). 

Bahar and Kugel note that the German court stated in its verdict that it would have been impossible for one man to singlehandedly set fire to the Reichstag building as occurred in the given time span. All across Europe the real culprits behind the Reichstag fire were suspected to have originated from the Nazi camp. After 1945 this idea did not change although it was never scientifically proven. This left room for other theories to spring up.

In 1949 a series of articles written by an anonymous writer (who would later turn out to be the Austrian Nazi Wilhelm Frick) first coined the Alleintäterschaftsthese.
 The articles claimed that it was impossible to prove a conspiracy from either the Nazi’s or the communists; the only possibility that could actually be proven (and for which proof was available) was that Van der Lubbe acted on his own; the birth of the Alleintäterschaftsthese. The author of said articles also said that Rudolph Diels and other Nazi’s had been unjustifiably become suspects in the Reichstag fire debate. The fact that the articles were written by a former Nazi is plenty reason for Bahar and Kugel to discard them.
 The series of articles did not receive a lot of attention. This can be explained by the historical traumas of the Nazi era or the fear of being labelled a Nazi sympathizer, both of which I spoke about in earlier chapters.   

After discarding the first articles on what later be called the Alleintäterschaftsthese, the authors focus on how ‘Der Spiegel’ had been involved in forging history ever since the end of the Second World War. Contrary to its claim to have been anti-fascist since its first post-war edition in 1947, Der Spiegel had actively used Nazi criminals as informants and gave room to former Nazi’s to vent their opinions and views (which included a nine piece article series on why the ‘night of the long knives’ in 1934 never took place).

A new attempt by Der Spiegel to discard the Nazi crimes, according to Bahar and Kugel, was the series of articles based on the manuscript by Tobias (as discussed in chapter 3). The, up till then, widely accepted vision that the Nazi’s were behind the Reichstag fire was claimed to be false and the result of communist propaganda. The amateur historian Fritz Tobias lacked proper training or experience and was completely unknown up to his publication in Der Spiegel. One of the main issues with Tobias’ work is the fact that he used material that is his own private property (which he does not want to open to everyone) and therefore not accessible for others; this makes it impossible to check if Tobias’ statements are in fact scientifically sound.
 Other issues are the use of witnesses whom themselves have not only been part of the Nazi administration but also made their career there (Zirpins and Heisig) and the use of the unreliable testimonies of Van der Lubbe.
 Tobias himself is attacked after this.

Bahar and Kugel note that Tobias (born in 1912) served in the Wehrmacht in the 1940s in several countries, although he himself claims to have been prosecuted by the Nazi’s. In a reaction to this in the magazine Der Monat (October 1962) Harry Schulze-Wilde (most likely the same as the communist Harry Wilde who assisted Jef Last in his books on Van der Lubbe) openly doubted these statements. According to Schulze-Wilde, Tobias was a former member of the secret police in the army: a member of the ‘Gestapo der Wehrmacht’.
 

Even though Bahar and Kugel note that Tobias did not agree with him being depicted as a member of the secret police (to say the least), it would appear that Bahar and Kugel are striving to make Tobias seem untrustworthy. When the authors speak about Tobias they are generally pointing at things Tobias stated in the media that do not seem to correspond with other information; is Tobias a liar? Such seems to be the question the authors are trying to raise with their readers.

Besides the fact that Bahar and Kugel find Tobias to be untrustworthy; they have noticed that he is extremely outraged when people doubt his thesis, or worse, support the idea that the Reichstag fire was staged by the Nazi’s. Scholars or journalists who dare to opt for the latter are branded communists by Tobias. In 1971, Walther Hofer felt the need to send a letter to Tobias’ superiors speaking about Tobias’ attitude and the threat-letters he sent directly, or through an intermediary, to a number of his colleagues. Bahar and Kugel themselves have also felt, what they call, Tobias’ wrath through a letter Tobias published in ‘Neuen Zürcher Zeitung’ on August 26th, 1995.
 The second part of the book by Bahar and Kugel is mainly focussed on discrediting Tobias, his thesis and his followers. It is obvious that both parties have exercised little restraint in insulting each others past, means and goals. A few years after the publication of said book, a new book was published in 2004 attacking the Alleintäterschaftsthese.     

In 2004, Hans Schneider published a book in which the Reichstag fire is reassessed. In the introduction, written by Iring Fetscher, it is said that due to the work of Fischler and Schneider it has become impossible to support the Alleintäterschaftsthese of Tobias.
 This work also contains the manuscript of Schneider wrote for the Institut für Zeitgeschichte in 1962 on Tobias’ findings. As I have mentioned in chapter 3 this manuscript was never published due to a conflict between Schneider and the Insitut für Zeitgeschichte, but it had resurfaced and had been found by Hersch Fischler. Led by Schneiders manuscript, Fischler came to the conclusion that the thesis of Tobias, and its validation by Mommsen, was in fact filled with errors and could not be true. In a reaction to this, the Institüt für Zeitgeschichte answered that, even though Fischler had found a number of flaws in Tobias’ thesis, it did not bring anyone closer to answering the guilt question.
 At the same time the Institut had claimed time after time that the Tobias thesis could not be refuted even though Schneider had come up with solid arguments to contest it; and this was before the sources from Fond 551 became accessible, in 1962 the Tobias thesis had been refuted but it was swept under the rug by the Institut für Zeitgeschichte because it was ‘politically inconvenient’.
 Fischler ends his commentary on Tobias’ thesis by remarking that he finds it odd that Fritz Tobias did not want to discuss his Reichstag fire thesis in public, but in stead said that the Reichstag fire should, for the time being, not be discussed. An easy way to refute the attacks on his thesis would indeed be refusing to speak about it.
 

4.4: The response from the Alleintäterschaftsthese believers

The aforementioned return to the idea that the Nazi’s had been the real culprits of the Reichstag fire provoked a reaction from the historians who believed in the Alleintäterschaftsthese. One of the historians to react was Klaus Wiegrefe (born in 1965) who was also a journalist for Der Spiegel. In his article titled ‘Flammendes Fanal’ he advocated that the Alleintäterschaftsthese of Tobias had been undisputed up to the time when a group of academic outsiders (Kugel, Brack, Fischler and Bahar) attacked Tobias’ idea.
 According to Wiegrefe, the Nazi’s were confused and honestly thought that the communists were behind the fire. Yet, at the same time, they were not completely sure about that. Hitler was convinced that the communist Torgler was the real culprit behind the fire, Göring suspected Goebbels was involved and the Schutzstaffel suspected the Sturmabteilung.
 Wiegrefe wonders whether the Reichtstag fire controverse will lead to another Historikerstreit in (now reunited) Germany.

One British reporter, Sefton Delmer, accompanied Hitler and a few high ranking Nazi’s into the Reichstag building and wrote his own eye-witness account. Alfred Rosenberg (chief ideology of the Nazi’s) reportedly said to Delmer: “I only hope this is not the work of our chaps. It's just the sort of damn silly thing some of them might do!”.
 Delmer notes that he was convinced that Hitler and Goebbels were genuinely afraid of a communist coup; this is not surprising if you consider the six million votes the Communist Party had received at the prior elections as well as the strong trade unions. Delmer is convinved that Van der Lubbe acted alone, without outside help and that the Nazi’s (a grab for complete political power) and communists (to gain support worldwide against the Nazi’s) just used him and the fire for their own political purposes; this view was strengthened ever since the publication of Tobias’ book.
 

One of the, if not the, most recently published book on the Reichstag fire at the present day is the book Der Reichstagsbrand: Die Karriere eines Kiminalfalls (Berlin 2008) by Sven Felix Kellerhoff.
 In this publication, Hans Mommsen explains in the foreword that Kellerhoff (born in 1971) has done a falsifiable study which proves (once more) that the Alleintäterschaftsthese remains the only vision that cannot be contested.
 

The history of the Alleintäterschaftsthese is one in which its originator Fritz Tobias (who was in fact not the originator, but the one who became known for it, as I have described earlier) has been viciously attacked and where forged documents were used to try and prove that the Nazi’s were the ones who staged the fire. The attempts of the Luxembourg committee, later on carried on by Kugel, Bahar and Fischler, have failed in the light of Kellerhoffs book. Yet at this very moment, one of the biggest scandals in German historiography is still widely accepted as truth. Guilty of this is, not in the least, the Institüt für Zeitgeschichte who have repeatedly supported and protected the “forger-mafia”.
 

After giving an account of what happened according to him in the 1933 fire, Kellerhoff makes a number of remarks with regard to the legends and polemics that have come into existence after the Second World War. Kellerhoff uses a slightly different periodization than I have (he distinguishes four debates; 1933-1934 (communists versus fascists), 1956-1964 (fascist testimonies versus Alleintäterschaftsthese), 1966-1988 (Alleintäterschaftsthese versus Luxembourg committee) and 1992-present (the discussions founded on Fond 551)) and he has a strong reaction to the publications of Fischler, Kugel and Bahar.
 

In response to the allegations made by Fischler that Mommsen, whilst examining Tobias’ manuscript, made critical and deliberate errors on Tobias’ behalf, Kellerhoff quotes the opinion of American expert on the Reichstag fire Michael Cullen (born in 1939): ’In short, Fischler does nothing less than Hofer, Calic and their friends, [...] constructing evidence.’.
  Kellerhoff claims that Fischler, Kugel and Bahar have especially exelled in gaining media attention for their cause, even though they have no proof and base their views on speculation, forming self-repeating loops in their argumentation and insulting people who do not agree with them. The only thing they did have was a headstart because they were among the first to examine the 50,000 paper big Fond 551 and they used their momentum in the media to gain support. By the time others had examined Fond 551 and came to refute Fischler, Bahar and Kugel’s hypothesis and conclude that the Alleintäterschaftsthese was still the only solid vision on the Reichstag fire, a lot of the damage had already been done.

This is why Kellerhoff felt compelled to write his 2008 book on the Reichstag fire. He ends his publication by stating that after 75 years filled with debates, arguments, insults and forgeries, one simple truth remains: Marinus van der Lubbe was an einzelgänger, he was an Einzeltäter.
 

4.5: Case closed?: Germany and the Anglo-Saxon world; another Sonderweg?

German historians cannot come to terms on a number of details surrounding the Reichstag fire. At the same time however, they are in agreement on the most important question of the Reichstag fire. They (the majority) discard the findings of Fritz Tobias and the so-called Alleintäterschaftsthese; the Reichstag fire was the result of a Nazi plot beyond any doubt. Hersch Fischler claims that the police inspectors who questioned Marinus van der Lubbe (Heisig and Zirpins) used a network of former Nazi’s to promote the Alleintäterschaftsthese. This would ensure that they, as former Nazi’s, would not be held responsible and accountable for the fire.
 

This dominant view in Germany does not correspond to the views on the Reichstag fire in other countries. According to Nico Jassies, the attempts of ‘Antifascists’ to undermine the thesis of Tobias are not so much aimed to increase our understanding of the past, but more to react to present day issues. History is used as a tool to educate the public in order to allow the current situation to prevail (in this matter, remind the debate in the 1970s and 1980s regarding the Volkspädagogik!). Jassies concludes that the version of what happened of Marinus van der Lubbe (and thus the one supported by Tobias) is the only one that has withstood the test of time. It has been scrutinized and attacked, but it remains the only thesis that is still standing.
 

Another foreign historian who has done a lot of research into the Reichstag fire, Michael Cullen, notes that he has been the target of insults and slander by scholars (he specifically names Bahar and Fischler) ever since they found out that Cullen supports the Tobias-these. He notes: ‘Up to now I have not been able to prevent that these scholars insult me […] I am becoming unprotected game, the same as has happened to Eckhard Jesse, Karl-Heinz Janβen and Wolfgang Mommsen.’
 

Anson Rabinbach (editor of the American based periodical New German Critique) has done extensive research into the Nazi era and published on the questions of the Reichstag fire as well. Rabinbach notes that even though the new sources of Fond 551 have given a more detailed account of what happened between the apprehension of Van der Lubbe and the execution of his death sentence; they did not unveil any evidence pointing towards a conspiracy of any sort.
 Rabinbach and Jassies both do not believe in the work done by Bahar and Kugel; Jassies calls Bahar a pseudo-historian whilst Rabinbach depicts the book of Bahar and Kugel as unconvincing.
   

4.6: The generational divide


The historians who play a major role in the Reichstag fire debate during the 1990s up to the present day fit the profile of the group that grew up without having physically experienced the Nazi era and the Second World War. The group that grew up with the so-called ‘Wirtschaftswunder’, the first post-war generation, had a strong sense of openness towards the Nazi past. This seems to correspond with Lorentz’ thesis (that the ‘counterweight’ to the Shoah (the German catastrophe) had been removed).
 The youngest historian to be actively involved in the debate (Kellerhoff, born in 1971 and defending the Alleintäterschaftsthese) is eleven years younger than the youngest historian supporting the Nazi-tätershaft (Bahar, 1960) and twenty-four years younger than the oldest scholar involved in the debates (Fischler, born in 1947). It would therefore appear that the historians supporting the Nazi-tätershaftsthese in the debate from the 1990s onwards are notably older than the historians supporting the Alleintäterschaftsthese. On average the difference is also quite obvious: the group supporting the Nazi-thesis was born (on average) in 1951, whilst the group supporting Tobias is significantly younger with 1968. When this is put together with the information from the previous chapter a pattern seems to be emerging. The closer the historians are to experiencing the Nazi era, the more susceptible they are to support the idea that the Nazi’s were involved in the Reichstag fire. 


It is possible to calculate the average year of birth of the German scholars actively involved in the debates since the end of the Second World War for both groups (supporting Tobias or supporting Calic). ‘Group Tobias’ ends up roughly around 1945 with seven scholars in the score; ‘Group Calic’ is significantly older with 1931 as average year of birth with ten scholars making up that average. If I were to take the seven youngest scholars supporting the Nazi-Täterschaft that group would still be older than the ‘Tobias group’, though only four years if such were the case (see appendix I for the list of scholars used and their birth dates). A more careful analysis of the underlying reasons (and possibly a bigger sample group) for this is in order to make a more reliable statement on the causes of this difference. From my point of view I am opting that this is related to the concept of generations as I have described in the first chapter. 


Naturally it is not so that the two groups of historians are neatly ordered on age of birth per group. In both groups there is room for one or two exceptions. Tobias was born in 1912 and is part of the perpetrator generation. At the same time, Bahar (born in 1960) would be supposed to support the Tobias these based on his generational cohort. It is true that the group supporting the Nazi-Täterschaft is (on average) older than the group supporting the Alleintäterschaftsthese, but the supporters are not easily contained in their respective generational cohorts. The calculated average, however, does not appear to be a meaningless number; the difference of fourteen years is too big to be coincidental.  

It is remarkable to note that the group to support the idea that the Nazis were responsible for the Reichstag fire during the debate between 1960 and 1990 consisted of people whom themselves had consciously experienced the Nazi era. Of the people to support the Tobias-these, only Tobias himself had consciously experienced the Nazi era. This leads me to believe that the vast majority of people who experienced the Nazi era is less likely to acquit the Nazis of being involved in the Reichstag fire.  

It is rather early to say something about socio-economic factors (or other factors) that are the underlying cause of this generational divide; more specific research would be desirable. 

4.7: Conclusion


After the reunification the attention for the Nazi crimes skyrocketed (much to the surprise of some) as East and West Germany attempted to synchronize their respective historiographies. This also included the Reichstag fire debates. After the reunification of Germany the West German historians gained access to new sources and archives which had up to that point been available to them. These new archives, titled ‘Fond 551’ consisted of the original sources used for the Reichstag fire trial. The West German historians examined those sources in order to find answers to the questions that had surrounded the Reichstag fire for almost sixty years. 


Following the debates in the 1970s and 1980s, there was some scepticism regarding the motives and means which were used by historians in Germany. These issues lead to discussions during the second half of the 1980s. The 1990s supplied in a dramatic change in the historiography in West Germany. Contrary to East Germany, where the Nazi’s were always held responsible for the burning of the Reichstag, West German historians had largely accepted the Alleintäterschaftsthese of Fritz Tobias. There was a necessity to come to a shared conclusion on this issue.

After examination of Fond 551, a renewed edition of the findings of the Luxembourg committee in 1992 and efforts by a number of historians and journalists, West German historians came to new conclusions on who were the real culprits behind the Reichstag fire. The formerly predominant vision in West Germany became subject to criticism and was discarded by most German historians after 1990. A new generation of historians came to the conclusion that the Reichstag fire had been staged by the Nazi’s. Partially because of these new findings, the verdict condemning Marinus van der Lubbe to death was posthumously annulled on January 10th, 2008. Yet, a new publication in 2008 seems to be a new attempt to discard the Nazi-these once and for all. Whether or not this attempt is successful is unknown at the present day. If the book were to be successful in its aim it would mean that Germany would follow the general consensus on the Reichstag fire questions that exist outside Germany. 

One of the remarkable things in this period is that similarities with the last period (1960-1990). The arguments that are used are largely the same, the critique the arguments would receive are also largely the same. Even though it is true that new sources had come available, the focus still appears to lie with a deeply felt fear that discarding the Nazi’s of the guilt of the Reichstag fire will ultimately result in discarding liability of the Nazi’s of other crimes as well. Both sides attack each other viciously and claim the other party to be corrupted, Nazi sympathisers, forgers, bad historians and so on. This resembles the exact course of the debate in the 1970s and 1980s; but with mostly new people waging the debates. It would therefore appear that history is in fact repeating itself. 

The path that I predicted in earlier chapters that historiography would follow does not appear to be correct. After the silence (taboo – the perpetrator generation) and partial openness (the Täter-Kinder), I expected to see a strong inclination of the new generation after the Cold War (and the Historikerstreit) to come to a complete and definite consensus on the Reichstag fire historiography. Yet, quite the contrary is true. The new generation did not so much find a consensus (although around the end of the 1980s it appeared that a consensus had been reached (in West Germany that is), but reopen the old debate with old arguments and old methods of debating. However, at the same time it is possible to detect an age difference between the two groups debating each other over the Reichstag fire. Fact is that (in the sample group) the group supporting the vision that the Nazi’s were behind the Reichstag fire is fourteen years older than the group supporting the Tobias-these is remarkable.  

It is intriguing to see that there is a profound difference between German and the majority of European historians in the case of the Reichstag fire. Whilst most historians in Western Europe strongly support the Alleintäterschaftsthese, in Germany there is a strong inclination to see the Nazi’s as the real culprits behind the fire. This corresponds with the idea that Germany is more heavily burdened with their Nazi past and its historians appear to be reacting to this. Their troubled Nazi past, combined with a desire to ‘learn from the past’, or even a frantic fear for history to repeat itself could explain why German historians have a profoundly different outlook on the guilt questions surrounding the Reichstag fire than historians in other countries. The strong anti-fascist atmosphere that dominated the 1990s rhymes with German historiography on the Reichstag fire, this instigated the diffuse path from the historiography compared to the rest of Europe. 

5. Conclusion

The burning of the Reichstag on February 27th 1933 has supplied German historians with enough material to debate on its origins for over seventy-five years without reaching a final conclusion. During those seventy-five years historians faced the task of forming a historiography whilst they were accosted with incomplete and fraudulent evidence. 


The impossibility to come to a historiography that could not be disputed gave way to the rise of two factions debating the question whether the Nazi’s were behind the Reichstag fire or Marinus van der Lubbe worked alone fiercely. With the separation and the reunion of Germany as a national entity the task of the historians was not an easy one.  The aim of this thesis was to investigate a number of factors which could possibly have influenced the way the historiography on the Reichstag fire has been constructed over time. 


After the fire in 1933, a propaganda battle between the Nazi’s and communists sprung up on the question whether the Nazi’s had staged the Reichstag fire or if it was a communist plot. Both parties reconstructed the event to suit their own (political) motives. The propaganda battle supplied in a number of publications which would play an important role in the historiography up to the present day as they would be used in most historical research into the fire. The questionable quality of these publications (most of them contained forged documents and lies) ensured that it would be a daunting task for post-war historians to come to a conclusion on the Reichstag fire. In Europe the predominant position by 1934 was that the Nazi’s had been the real culprits behind the fire, this was also the most logical conclusion as they benefitted most from it and acted quickly and decisively after the fire. This view would be enforced by other Nazi crimes during the Second World War; the Nazi’s were evil and committed terrible atrocities, this made them viable to be responsible for any crime placed at their doorstep. The way the Nazi’s were perceived after the war made it very undesirable to support a view that would clear the complicity of the Nazi’s in any crime; after all, being branded a Nazi sympathizer was not safe shortly after the end of the war. The idea that the Nazi’s were behind the Reichstag fire would remain uncontested for a few decades, also because of the historical traumas that surrounded the Nazi era. The primary reaction was to not speak of the atrocities (the historical traumas instigated the Nazi-era to become a large historical taboo); several decades later this stance would gradually, albeit slowly, change.


In the 1960s the Reichstag fire debate flared up, the cause for this was a manuscript published by amateur historian Fritz Tobias in the early 1960s in the German newspaper ‘Der Spiegel’ and its publication in a book in 1963. In this publication Tobias advocated the so-called ‘Alleintäterschaftsthese’; the idea that Marinus van der Lubbe had set fire to the Reichstag fire on his own without outside help or coercion. Two groups of historians, the group supporting Tobias and a group led by Edouard Calic (the Luxembourg committee), clashed verbally with publications. Remarkably, the respective publications were not aimed at the questions of the Reichstag fire, but much rather it was a discussion on the task of the historian in the formation of historiography. The question was whether it was wise to acquit the Nazi’s of one of their atrocities as it could possibly lead to the acquitting of other crimes as well (this was routinely called the ‘Volkspädagogik’). One of the difficulties both camps encountered was the questionability of witnesses (whom were almost without exception former Nazi’s), sources (corrupted by both the Nazi’s and the communists) and contradictory accounts published by former Nazi’s and communists alike. Partially due to this the publications from either side were filled with insults directed at the other camp; both sides claimed the other camp used fraudulent witnesses who were trying to clear themselves or their friends from blame. 
The debate can be seen as a prequel to the later ‘Historikerstreit’ in the second half of the 1980s where the means and methods of historical research into the Nazi era were subject to debate. In the end the Alleintäterschaftsthese would come out as the victor of the debate after allegations (and proof) of forged documents used by the Luxembourg committee could not be refuted by the committee itself. At the time when it appeared that the debate on the historiography of the Reichstag fire had been settled, the reunification of Germany was the cause for the debate to flare up once again. 


The synchronization of the historiographies of East and West Germany propelled the attention for the Nazi crimes to new heights. In East Germany the Reichstag fire had always been attributed to the Nazi’s contrary to the outcome of the debates in West Germany. Evidence which was now available for West German historians in the archives of Berlin (the so-called ‘Fond 551’) was rumoured to shine a new light on the questions of the fire. A few historians started advocating the original idea that the Nazi’s had coerced Van der Lubbe into staging the fire. This debate has continued up to the present day; contrary to other countries, Germany is leaning towards Nazi implication. This development could indicate that Germany, still, is more heavily burdened by the Nazi era than other countries and remains reluctant to accept the idea that the Nazi’s might not be responsible for all the atrocities attributed to them. 


One of the factors which could influence the way historiography is created (according to my hypothesis) is the concept of generations. When correlating the birth dates of the participants of the debates and their stance within the debate it appears that there is some positive correlation between the two. Some simple math leads to the conclusion that the closer the person is to experiencing the Nazi era first hand, the more likely he or she is to support the idea that the Nazi’s were responsible for the Reichstag fire. This can be explained by the fact that the people who support the Nazi involvement have either experienced the Nazi era first hand (including its atrocities; some of the participants have been prosecuted by the Nazi regime) or they are relatively closer to the traumas it has caused. There are some discrepancies in the list of birth years however; several historians do not follow the interpretation of the Reichstag fire one would expect them to when looking at their birth year. Naturally the boundaries of the generations are somewhat fluid as is there room for exceptions. One important indicator that there is in fact a trend that can be deducted from these years is the calculated average; the difference between the two groups (fourteen years) is big. At the same time I must note that the sample group of historians involved in the debates counts only eighteen participants. Therefore the results cannot easily be extrapolated without further research. It would therefore be viable to take a more in depth look in similar cases where the historiography of an event has known a lot of debate. 


Another issue that has to be taken into account when discussing the creation of a historiography in the twentieth century is the influence that the media can exert on this. Within the Reichstag fire debates, the mass media have played an important role. The propaganda battles after the fire aimed directly at swaying the public opinion by using the media. Later on, German newspapers, especially Der Spiegel and Die Zeit, published series of articles throughout from the 1960s onwards on the debate and have actively supported an interpretation. Der Spiegel published Tobias’ manuscript before it was printed and has in later years also been supporting the interpretation of Tobias. In a reaction to the series of articles in Der Spiegel, Hans Bernd Gisevius was given the opportunity to react in Die Zeit. Both newspapers would remain supportive of the respective interpretations. In this they attempted to influence the German public (and thus the German historical culture), an example of media-priming. In the second half of the 1980s, the Historikerstreit was waged in the media as well, although the German citizens were not moved a lot by it. In present day Germany, the new publications on the Reichstag fire are actively discussed in the media. 


One last issue that has to be assessed is the personal experiences of historians during the Nazi-era. Several of the historians involved in the Reichstag fire debates were in one way or another victim to (for example Calic who survived a concentration camp) or participant of the Nazi regime (for example Tobias whom served in the Wehrmacht). There can be many different arguments made to support the case that a number of the historians involved in the debate are far from impartial. Was Tobias trying to clear the Nazi’s of a crime due to Nazi sympathies? Was Calic desperately trying to prevent the Nazi’s from being acquitted of any crime, regardless of whether or not they were really responsible? Viable questions, but regardless the answer it is clear that they have had some influence on the construction of the historiography on the Reichstag fire (after all, it is impossible that both Calic and Tobias are right). 
To conclude this thesis it is important to formulate an answer to the question that formed the basis of it: 

‘In what ways has the Reichstag fire been interpreted and discussed within (West) German historiography and how do these interpretations relate to the different generations of historians since 1945?’

The Reichstag fire has been subject to different interpretations within the (West) German historiography. Each of these interpretations can be linked to different motives and has been more or less popular depending on several factors. I believe that the historiography of the Reichstag fire has been closely interlinked with the broader historical culture. The historians who play a vital role in the creation of the historiography are influenced by their own time and situation. The view advocated by the Nazis lost virtually all its support in Germany after the Second World War (when people needed no longer fear to be arrested by supporting a dissenting view). At the same time the criticism towards the view propagated by Fritz Tobias was instigated by a former victim of the Nazis, Eduoard Calic. This criticism found support with some prominent historians (for example Golo Mann) and was for a large part based on the fear that the Nazis would be acquitted of other atrocities as well if they were not held responsible for the Reichstag fire. 
With the historians being an integral part of the historical culture and them being influenced by that very same historical culture it becomes possible to link the changes in the historiography of the Reichstag fire to the generational concept. The different views on the Reichstag fire as advocated by the different camps of historians show some correlation on a generational level. There are signs that different generations (who share different experiences and situations as groups) have reacted differently to the evidence and publications on the Reichstag fire. When comparing the groups supporting the Tobias-these and the Nazi-täterschaft it is intriguing to see that the historians supporting the latter theory between 1960 and 1990 were, with one exception, old enough to have experienced the Nazi era consciously. From the other group, only Tobias himself was old enough to have consciously experienced the Nazi era. This would support the idea that the people who have experienced the Nazis first hand are much less likely to acquit the Nazis of any alleged atrocities than the people who have not.  
At the present day one fact remains, Germany is not in agreement on the question who was (really) responsible for the fire in the Reichstag building on February 27th, 1933. The historians cannot come to an agreement, although the majority opinion is that the Nazi’s are responsible for the fire. This fact has resulted in a new trial, based on a 1998 law which allows courts to undo certain types of Nazi injustice, in which Marinus van der Lubbe has been acquitted of the allegations and had his death sentence posthumously lifted.
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Abstract:

The Reichstag fire of February 27th 1933 was followed by a fierce propaganda battle between the Nazi’s and the communists. Marinus van der Lubbe, a Dutch (former) communist was arrested and (after appearing before the German court) executed. The Nazi’s claimed that the fire was a communist plot and used it as a pretext to secure their hold on the German democracy. At the same time the communists attributed the fire to the Nazi’s and presented themselves to the world as victims of the Nazi’s. Throughout Europe the dominant view was that the Nazi’s had staged the Reichstag fire to serve as a pretext for their grab for power.

After the end of the Second World War and a period of time where the Nazi atrocities were not spoken about (roughly until the end of the 1950s), the German amateur historian Fritz Tobias published a manuscript in which he concluded that the Reichstag fire was not staged by the Nazi’s but was an act of a loner who disagreed with the Nazi ideology (the so-called ‘Alleintäterschaftsthese’).  His book stirred the debate and was attacked by a group of historians united in the ‘Luxembourg Committee’, headed by Edouard Calic. This committee believed that acquitting the Nazi’s of the Reichstag fire could potentially lead to people doubting the guilt of the Nazi’s on other atrocities as well. Tobias’ view was civil-pedagogically unwelcome. 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the group supporting Tobias and the group supporting Calic clashed verbally on numerous occasions. By the end of the 1980s (but earlier in most other European countries), the Alleintäterschaftsthese had become the dominant interpretation of the Reichstag fire. 
After the reunification of Germany in the 1990s, German historians had the task to synchronize the national historiography on the Nazi era. This proved to be a difficult task as a number of historians revived the idea that the Nazi’s were responsible for the Reichstag fire, basing themselves on the newly available (for West Germans) archive called ‘Fond 551’ which contained the original documents used for the trial of Van der Lubbe. Up to the present day a definitive consensus has not been reached in Germany.

In this thesis the process in which the historiography of the Reichstag fire has been produced ever since the fire is linked to the generational concept and the national historical culture.  The changing nature of the historiography of the Reichstag fire correlates with the passing of generations of historians and the historical culture of Germany. The burden of the Nazi past is present in the debates on the Reichstag fire and has shown to have been a powerful motive for people to verbally attack anyone who wanted to acquit the Nazi’s of one of the atrocities attributed to them. This part of German historical culture can explain why the German historians have not come to the conclusion that other European countries have came to years ago. The strong reactions to research into the Nazi atrocities has hampered the German historiography of the Reichstag fire. Germany remains one of the few countries in Europe to attribute the Reichstag fire in stead of to Marinus van der Lubbe.
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