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III. Accounts of the Conferences Sponsored and Co-Sponsored by the Institute in 

1991 

 

A. "Holocaust and Shilumim: The Policy of Wiedergutmachung in the Early 1950s." 

Columbia University, March 15, 1991. Co-sponsored by the Goethe House, New 

York. Convener: Axel Frohn. 

 

On March 15, 1991, the Goethe House and the German Historical Institute held a 

symposium on "Holocaust and Shilumim: The Policy of Wiedergutmachung in the Early 

1950s" at the Deutsches Haus of Columbia University in New York. The larger program 

of which this symposium formed a part was first considered in the fall of 1989, when the 

demonstrations for reforms and democratization in East Germany had begun. The Berlin 

Wall was not yet crumbling, but the unification of the Federal Republic of Germany and 

the German Democratic Republic (GDR) no longer seemed a mere theoretical 

proposition. 

The prospect of a united Germany caused considerable concern, especially among 

those who had suffered the last time Germany was united and who had fallen victim to 

the Third Reich. Would it be possible for Germany to re-embark on a course of extreme 

nationalism? For how long would a united, powerful Germany remember the lessons of 

the past? 

The Goethe House, New York, decided to address some of these concerns, to review 

in its program the way in which Germany is dealing with the legacy of Nazism, to reflect 

upon the firmness of Germany's democratic roots, and particularly to consider German-

Jewish relations after 1945. The German Historical Institute most willingly agreed to 

contribute to the scholarly part of the program and thus organized a symposium on one 

aspect of the general theme. Since many source materials on the early 1950s have most 

recently become accessible, and since the results of substantial research are now 

available, the Institute suggested to review the origins of shilumim and the Federal 

Republic's policy of Wiedergutmachung. 

The term shilumim may require some explanation. In the Luxembourg Agreements of 

September 10, 1952, the Federal Republic of Germany consented to global payments to 

Israel. This was considered a kind of collective payment from the German people to the 

Jewish people insofar as the latter was represented by the State of Israel. Since mid-1951 

the Israelis referred to these global payments with the Hebrew 
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word shilumim (recompense). The term was borrowed from the book of Isaiah (34:8) and 

indicates that these payments did not imply an expiation of guilt, nor did their acceptance 

connote a sign of forgiveness. The term embraces an element of vengeance, which at the 

same time can be a presupposition for bringing about peace (shalom). Shilumim is 

fundamentally different from the German word Wiedergutmachung, which 

etymologically means returning to former conditions and, in a broader sense, to a former 

state of co-existence. In connection with the Holocaust, Wiedergutmachung—though the 

most suitable word in German—sounds helplessly naive and out of place. The Jews and 

Israelis used a number of terms for their material claims from Germany, since it was still 

quite unclear at the time what exactly they were demanding. The problem of choosing the 

right expression was due to the fact that the Jewish claims were in a sense revolutionary, 

as Nahum Goldmann, the president of the Conference of Jewish Material Claims Against 

Germany (Claims Conference) later recalled, and as unique as the Holocaust itself. 

Finally the term shilumim was agreed upon. 

In his introduction, Axel Frohn (German Historical Institute, Washington, D.C.) 

outlined the origins of West Germany's policy of Wiedergutmachung and shilumim. 

Compensation laws were effective in the Länder of the American Zone of Occupation 

since 1946, and in November 1947 the U.S. Office of Military Government for Germany 

issued the first restitution law. When the Federal Republic of Germany was founded, 

these laws became federal laws. They formed the basis for German payments to Jewish 

individuals who had been victims of Nazi persecution. 

On March 12, 1951, out of ethical considerations as well as economic necessity, the 

Israeli government demanded German payments of 1.5 billion dollars for the integration 

of 500,000 Jewish refugees. Israel claimed one billion dollars (or two-thirds of the total 

amount) from the Federal Republic and 500 million dollars (or one-third) from the GDR. 

In the Luxembourg Agreements of September 1952, which were the result of German-

Jewish negotiations in Wassenaar near The Hague, the federal government, which was 

very well aware of the overall political benefits, consented to global payments to Israel 

and the Claims Conference. Since the GDR never seriously responded to the Jewish 

demands, its one-third share of shilumim is part of the unfinished German-Jewish agenda, 

as Saul Kagan, the executive director of the Claims Conference, reminded us. 

Negotiations on this issue are 
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presently being conducted by the government of the united Germany and Jewish 

representatives. 

In his lecture, "The United States and Wiedergutmachung: From Leadership to 

Disengagement," Constantin Goschler (Institut für Zeitgeschichte, Munich) examined 

not only the pre-history of the Luxembourg Agreement but also the context of the 

development of German Wiedergutmachung in the early 1950s. He concentrated 

particularly on the role of the U.S. Administration, the U.S. Office of Military 

Government, and, later, the U.S. High Commission for Germany, and addressed the 

critical question that has been debated since the beginning of the deliberations in 

Wassenaar: What was the American impact on the Luxembourg Agreements? 

Furthermore, what did this impact mean for long-term U.S. policy on German Wiedergut-

machung? He also analyzed the attitude of the German federal government, especially 

Chancellor Konrad Adenauer's ambiguous position toward the Wassenaar negotiations. 

At the time of the Israeli reparation claims in March 1951, Goschler concluded, the 

U.S. government was mainly interested in retreating from the direct responsibility for 

matters of Wiedergutmachung that it had previously exerted. Since the beginning of the 

1950s, American foreign policy intended to impose a strong moral obligation on 

Germany but made no explicit demands. For Adenauer there were many reasons to enter 

into negotiations with Israel and Jewish organizations in other countries, such as personal 

convictions, pressure from inside and outside Germany, and, not least of all, political 

pragmatism. However, the important decision to make the Israeli reparations claim the 

basis for the Wassenaar talks was Adenauer's own and did not result from American or 

other foreign pressures. While the role of Adenauer's original motives has often been 

debated, with the focus largely on morality, it has never been resolved. Yet morality, as 

Goschler stated, is rarely a sufficient explanation for political decision making, and it 

certainly was not in Adenauer's case. Although the Luxembourg Agreements were not an 

entre-billet for the Federal Republic's integration into the West, a failure of the 

Wassenaar talks would have disturbed this process and was not in the interests of either 

West Germany or the United States. 

Yeshayahu A. Jelinek (Ben-Gurion University of the Negev) chose a quotation by 

Gershon Avner as the point of departure for his presentation on "John J. McCloy, Jacob 

Blaustein, and the Shilumim: A Chapter in American Foreign Affairs." Avner, who 

served as Chief of the Western Europe Department in the Israeli Foreign Office in 
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1950–1951, stated in an interview in 1986 that, with regard to Jewish issues, "McCloy 

acted ... without much enthusiasm. He fulfilled the directives he had received from 

Washington. I would not call him anti-Jewish, this would be slightly too much, too sharp. 

... You may call it 'adversity."' Jelinek's research, however, led him to the opposite 

assessment. He argued that many of the U.S. policies toward German retribution 

payments to the State of Israel and the Jewish people were formulated in the residence of 

U.S. High Commissioner McCloy in Frankfurt, not in Washington, D.C., and he 

described McCloy as a statesman who demonstrated understanding and a sympathetic 

attitude toward the Jewish request. This understanding, he continued, could be ascribed to 

some degree to Jacob Blaustein, the president of the American Jewish Committee, who 

maintained friendly relations with the High Commissioner and intervened with him on 

various occasions on behalf of the Jewish shilumim claim. Significantly, in a crucial 

phase of the shilumim negotiations, Blaustein apparently contributed to McCloy's 

assuming "full responsibility for [the] ability of the German treasury to carry the financial 

burden of the settlement without recourse to additional American aid" and thus to 

overcoming a serious obstacle for the Truman administration's support of the Jewish 

claim. McCloy was not at all adverse to Jewish interests during his tenure as U.S. High 

Commissioner in Germany; in fact, Jelinek concluded, he was the best friend the Jews 

had in the Federal Republic. 

In her comment, Lily Gardner Feldman (Tufts University) highlighted the central 

issues of both Goschler and Jelinek's lectures, namely, the significant role of the U.S. 

government in the development of Germany's policy of Wiedergutmachung, and pointed 

out the differences as to the character of the U.S. role, the timing of U.S. involvement, the 

importance of various American personalities, and the nature of the American motives. 

While Jelinek stressed that the United States played a key role of consistent, active 

guidance, Goschler argued that the U.S. government played a lesser role of passive 

support, intervening only when necessary. As Gardner Feldman observed, these two lines 

of analysis have implications for the explanation of Adenauer's motives in initiating the 

process of Wiedergutmachung. A passive American role would suggest that German self-

initiative was motivated by moral, as well as political, considerations, whereas a more 

active American involvement would imply greater pragmatic reasoning on Adenauer's 

part. 
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In an overview of the ongoing German-Israeli-Jewish relationship, Gardner Feldman 

commented on the continuous influence of the U.S. government, which, for example, 

insisted on discussing the GDR's financial and moral obligations (vigorously pursuing the 

issue until German unification) and the similarities between the political situations of the 

early 1950s and today. While Germany, as in 1952, is fashioning a new identity for a 

changed world, once again within the context of preoccupation with its own internal 

reconstruction and constraints in financial largesse, Israel also faces similar challenges 

again: a hostile environment, severe economic pressures, and massive immigration. How 

Germany will ultimately respond, how it will balance its own needs with the 

requirements of others, she concluded, will reveal much about the new Germany's 

purpose and priorities. 

Saul Kagan was "present at the creation" of the Conference on Jewish Material 

Claims Against Germany and responded to the scholarly presentations from the point of 

view of a participant in Jewish restitution efforts since their very beginning in the early 

postwar period. He recalled how the Jewish Restitution Successor Organization was 

established in New York, and how the U.S. government had accepted the position that 

one of the consequences of the Endlösung could not be that the successor state would 

inherit the assets of those who had perished. The successor organizations were the 

forerunners of what the Claims Conference later became: the trustee, in a sense, of a 

broad collective interest, acting on behalf of hundreds of thousands of survivors. The 

Claims Conference tried and continues to try to bring about measures of compensation 

for those who survived, but it also seeks a greater acceptance of the concept of 

responsibility. Kagan described how the Claims Conference had attempted to obtain 

some kind of response from the GDR since 1975, and how the U.S. government had 

persistently supported these attempts. But only in May 1990, after the first free election in 

the GDR had occurred, could deliberations begin. As a result, an explicit provision was 

finally incorporated into the unification agreement, which commits the federal 

government of the united Germany to enter into negotiations with the Claims Conference 

for additional measures to benefit those Nazi victims who received only minimal 

compensation or none at all. Kagan mentioned these developments in order to point out 

that the historical events presented in the lectures are of immediate relevance for today 

and tomorrow. 

Kagan reminisced about the roles of General Clay and High Commissioner McCloy, 

Nahum Goldmann, and Jacob Blaustein, and 
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about the Israeli and Claims Conference delegations in Wassenaar. He mentioned the 

crucial role of the U.S. government, but stressed that the primary responsibility for seeing 

through what in German is termed Wiedergutmachung rests on Germany, the German 

people, and how the leadership of Germany will proceed in meeting its responsibility for 

a unique, tragic chapter of history. 

The proceedings of this symposium have been published in the Institute's Occasional 

Papers series (No. 2) and are now available upon request. 

 Axel Frohn 

B. "In and Out of the Ghetto: Jewish-Gentile Relations in Late Medieval and Early 

Modern Germany." University of California, Los Angeles, May 9–11, 1991. Co-

sponsored by the Center for Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century Studies at the 

University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). Conveners: John Brewer, R. Pochia 

Hsia, and Hartmut Lehmann. 

 

During the 1920s and with renewed emphasis after 1945, much attention was paid to the 

history of Jews in Germany since the Enlightenment. It was a deep commitment for many 

historians to understand and explain the tragic path that led from the emancipation of the 

Jews to the Holocaust. For a long time, much less work was done on the history of Jews 

in Germany in earlier periods, particularly the period between the late Middle Ages and 

the Enlightenment. It was only in the past two decades that several historians set out to 

explore the various aspects of Jewish life in early modem Germany. As these historians 

had never met to discuss the results of their research, it was a challenge to bring them 

together. 

From May 9 to May 11, 1991, thirty specialists in the fields of history, sociology, 

religious studies, linguistics, literature, and folklore came from the United States, Canada, 

Great Britain, Israel, and Germany to participate in the conference "In and Out of the 

Ghetto: Jewish-Gentile Relations in Late Medieval and Early Modem Germany" at the 

William Andrews Clark Memorial Library of UCLA. The conference was jointly 

sponsored by the Center for Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century Studies of UCLA, the 

Committee for Jewish Studies at UCLA, the Center for Medieval and Renaissance 

Studies of UCLA, the Department of History of UCLA, and the German Historical 




