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Introduction: Gendering Memory 
 

The inclusion of an essay on “Gendering the Memories of World War II and the Holocaust” in this 
handbook denotes the centrality of the concept of “memory” for the historiography of the post-1945 
period. While the boom of “memory studies” has somewhat abated in recent years, the research of 
the last few decades has yielded a rich literature on the memories of World War II and the 
Holocaust.1 Remembering (or forgetting) an extremely violent past constituted, as this literature 
suggests, an essential preoccupation of individuals and societies in the aftermath of World War II. 
Indeed, in some cases, memory has become a primary analytical category of the “new cultural 

history “and has often advanced to the central organizing principle of local or national studies.2  
The concept of “memory” also has also become theoretically and conceptually more refined. 

Memory is no longer seen as merely a representational category but rather analyzed as an active 
social force that shapes rather than reflects social relations. 3 However, even though there have been 
a series of excellent case studies on the gendering of memory in the postwar period, the intersection 
between “memory” and “gender” has remained somewhat under-theorized.4 Taking some of the 
more recent theoretical conceptualizations of “memory” as a starting point, let me therefore outline 
at least three ways in which memories of war and genocide were, in fact, gendered in the postwar 
period. 
 First, as the broader theoretical literature on memory has made clear, “History” and 
“Memory” are different yet related concepts.5 As culturally sanctioned narratives about the past, 

                                                        
1 Gavriel Rosenfeld, “Looming Crash or Soft Landing: Forecasting the Future of the Memory ‘Industry’,” in Journal of 

Modern History 81/1 (2009): 122-58;  Kerwin Klein, “On the Emergence of Memory in Historical Discourse,” 

Representations 69 (2000): 127-50; for Germany, see the literature review by Robert Moeller, “What has ‘Coming to Terms 

with the Past’ meant in the Federal Republic of Germany,” in Central European History,” 35/2 (2002): 223-56. 
2 Alon Confino, "Collective Memory and Cultural History," American Historical Review 102 (1997). ;Neil Gregor, Haunted 

City. Nuremberg and the Nazi Past (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2008) 
3 Alon and Peter Fritzsche Confino, "Introduction: Noises of the Past," in The Work of Memory. New Directions in the Study of 

German Culture and Society, ed. Alon Confino and Peter Fritzsche (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002). 
4 See, for example, Elizabeth Heineman, "The Hour of the Woman: Memories of West Germany's 'Crisis Years' and West 

German National Identity," American Historical Review 101 (1996). 
5 Peter Burke, “History as Social Memory,” in Thomas Butler, ed., Memory: History, Culture and the Mind (Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell, 1989), 97-113. 
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memories serve social and ideological purposes in the present. Yet in order to be plausible, 

memories cannot simply be arbitrarily invented solely based on present needs. They need to reflect, 
at least partially, actual historical experiences. This is why gendered memories were related to 
gendered historical experiences of war and genocide. While distinctly male and female experiences 
during the war informed gendered memories, these specifically male or female experiences were also 
distorted or completely elided in postwar memory.  The specific ways in which postwar memories 
were gendered was to a large extent a function of the symbolic and social needs of postwar 
reconstruction, especially the reconstruction of gender relations. As an active social force, gendered 
memories thus shaped the symbolic reconstitution of masculinity and femininity and hence helped 
to define men’s and women’s social positions in postwar society.  
 Secondly, gender influenced the selectivity of postwar memory. The history of memory has 
gradually moved from a critique of deficient memory to an empirical reconstruction of actual 
commemorative practices. 6  In other words, historical research has moved from an often 
psychoanalytically informed critique of repression and amnesia to an emphasis on the selectivity of 
postwar memory.  The national narratives that societies told about themselves after World War II 
drew on certain social experiences which were then universalized as a pars pro toto for the society as a 

whole.7  Gender was one, though not the only, factor that determined which experiences were 
incorporated into public memories. When and for what purpose did predominantly male or female 
experiences become the basis for national narratives about the past? Which male and female 
experiences were universalized, that is lost their gendered character and became representative of the 
national experience as a whole? And which male or female experiences retained their specifically 
gendered nature in postwar memory and to what effect? 
 Thirdly, gender structured the relationship between public and private memory. Historians 
of memory have repeatedly cautioned against a non-metaphorical use of Maurice Halbwachs’ 
concept of “collective memory.” While Halbwachs’ insight of memory as socially conditioned has 
been foundational for memory studies, only individuals ultimately have the capacity to remember.8 
Individual and collective, private and public memory, are therefore never completely identical but 
remain in a state of constant tension and interrelationship. In fact, the discrepancy between 

individual and collective, between private and public memories was constitutive of postwar societies. 
Individual memories of war and genocide continued to exist in a less visible and less accessible 
private sphere. The division between “public” and “private” memories, however, did not always line 
up with the historic gendering of public as a “male” and private as “female.” Rather, the fact that, in 
many cases, predominantly male experiences were privatized while female experiences were drawn 
into the public sphere constituted one indicator of the gender trouble in the postwar period   

This essay traces the gendering of memories from 1945 to the early 21st century with a focus 
on Europe and North America. In so doing, the essay covers areas with vastly different wartime 
experiences: the Soviet Union and the “Bloodlands” (Timothy Snyder) in Eastern Europe where the 

bulk of killing and dying in World War II occurred; Italy and Germany as the major defeated fascist 
nations; Western Europe with a brief military history and an extensive history of collaboration, 
accommodation, and resistance to Nazi Germany; Great Britain as the only major European 
country that remained at war with Nazi Germany throughout World War II; and finally the United 
States, which – except for Pearl Harbor – was not at all directly affected by wartime violence.  

Postwar memories in these countries thus represented and responded to a wide variety of wartime 
experiences. The new ideological and geopolitical context of the Cold War also produced a “divided 

                                                        
6 See, for example, Robert G. Moeller, War Stories. The Search for a Usable Past in the Federal Republic of Germany (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1999) 
7 On this notion, see ibid and Pieter Lagrou, The Legacy of Nazi Occupation : Patriotic Memory and National Recovery in Western 

Europe, 1945-1965 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 251. 
8 Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan, “Setting the Framework” in idem.,eds., War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 6-39; Susan Crane, “Writing the Individual Back into Collective 

Memory,” in American Historical Review 102/5 (1997): 1372-85. 
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memory,”9 which, as we will see, also revolved around differently gendered memories. Yet despite 

these widely divergent wartime experiences between (and within) belligerent societies and 
notwithstanding the ideological antagonism of the Cold War, gendered memories of World War II 
also exhibited some surprising similarities. As Pieter Lagrou has perceptively noted, the rather 
homogenous experience of World War I (at least in Western Europe) yielded very heterogeneous 
memories, whereas the very heterogeneous experiences of World War II paradoxically produced 
relatively homogenous memories.10 In part, this homogeneity resulted from the similar functions that 
postwar memories served in different national contexts. They responded to the dramatic ways in 
which the Second World War had overturned an oppositional gender order in all belligerent 
societies. To understand the gendered challenges that postwar societies faced after 1945, it is 
important to summarize briefly the impact of World War II on gender relations and on the position 
of women in particular.  

 
Gendered Wartime Experiences 
 

More so than any other conflict in modern history, the Second World War erased the boundaries 
between soldiers and civilians, between front and homefront, and hence also between men and 
women. Two thirds of the approximately 60 million victims of World War II were civilians; only in 
three major belligerent countries (Germany, the US, and Great Britain) did military casualties 
outweigh civilian casualties. To an unprecedented extent, the Second World War was therefore a 
war against women, older people, and children. This was true especially for German racial warfare 
on the Eastern front. Soviet and Eastern European women were subjected to displacement, 
deportation as slave workers, indiscriminate killing, and mass rape.11 As an essential part of German 
warfare on the Eastern front, the genocide of European Jews eventually targeted indiscriminately 
Jewish women and children. When the violence that Germans had unleashed on the Eastern front 
returned to Germany in the final stages of the war, German experiences of defeat were also gendered. 
Women were overrepresented among the approximately 14 million ethnic Germans who were 
displaced or fled from their homes in the Eastern territories during the last stages of the war and in 
the immediate postwar period as well as among the approximately 500,000 victims of Allied 
bombing.12 Up to two million German women also became the target of mass rape, primarily though 
not exclusively by soldiers of the Red Army on the Eastern front.13  

Women’s experiences of World War II, however, did not just consist of gendered suffering.  
In all belligerent nations, women were also actively involved in the war effort. In countries outside 
of the Nazi Empire, mainly the United States and Great Britain, women’s mobilization constituted 
the central wartime experience. As in World War I, women played an important role as labor force 
in wartime industries. In the United States, approximately 2.7-3.5 million women entered the labor 
force above the projected increase of female employment, in 1945, 19 million women were 
employed in American industry, the highest share in US history up to that point.  In spite of the 
iconic propaganda image of  “Rosie the Riveter”, most women were employed in low skilled jobs -- 
Wilma the Welder or Sally the Secretary would have been more appropriate images.14 In contrast to 
the voluntary approach in the United States, British and Soviet women were conscripted for labor. 
In Great Britain, an additional 1.5 million women entered the labor market during the war. The 

                                                        
9 Jeffrey Herf, Divided Memory. The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
10 Lagrou, Legacy of Nazi Occupation.  
11 CITATIONS 
12 Ray Douglas, Orderly and Humane. The Expulsion of Germans after the Second World War (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2012). 
13 Norman Naimark, The Russians in Germany. A History of the Soviet Zone of Occupation (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 

University Press), 69-140. 
14 David Kennedy, Freedom From Fear, The American People in World War II (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999): 

351-58 
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more labor-intensive Soviet wartime economy relied to an even greater extent on women. Ninety 

percent of the workforce in light industry consisted of women, in Leningrad in February 1943, 84 
percent of all industrial workers were women. 15  Despite its traditional gender ideology that 
highlighted women’s role as mothers and housewives, Nazi Germany mobilized women as a labor 
resource as well. As Adam Tooze has argued, an older view that identified an only limited 
mobilization of women as one of deficits of Nazi wartime mobilization can no longer be 
maintained.16 

Finally, women were also integrated to an unprecedented extent into military service. As 
with respect to wartime employment, the Soviet Union went the furthest. More than 800,000 
women served in the Soviet military, 120,000 of them in active combat roles.17 By contrast, women 
in Western militaries served largely in non-combat roles. In the United States, about 350,000 women 
joined the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corp, later the Women’s Army Corp, largely in clerical and 
administrative jobs. Experiments to train “Wacs” as members of anti-aircraft units yielded good 
results but were eventually terminated as a result of strong resistance in the US Congress against the 
employment of women in any role resembling combat. In Great Britain, 125,000 women were 
drafted into anti-aircraft units whereas 430,000 more women volunteered.18 In Nazi Germany, up to 
450,000 women served in auxiliary forces, of whom thousands were taken captive at the end of the 
war and returned with German POWs from Soviet captivity in the late 1940s.19  

This dissolution of a binary gender order during the war constituted one of the key 
challenges for gendered memories after 1945. Women did not only perceive their wartime service as 
an intrusion into an allegedly male sphere of work and military service. They also conceived of their 
wartime service, as Anna Krylova has shown with respect to Soviet women, in terms of an 
alternative gender identity as female citizen-soldiers.20 One goal of gendered memories of World 
War II was therefore the reconstruction of an oppositional, hierarchical gender identity that was 
widely seen as a hallmark of a pre-war “normalcy” to which postwar societies longed to return.  
 
The Hero-Victim: Patriotic Memories and National Reconstruction 
 

The reconstruction of gender relations was thus inextricably intertwined with the project of 
postwar national reconstruction. Contrary to an often-repeated assertion, Europeans (and 
Americans) did not bid farewell to nationalism after 1945. Rather, the nation state experienced its 
culmination point in the decades after World War II. Flight and expulsion of up to 14 million ethnic 
Germans from Eastern Europe created, for the first time in modern European history, more or less 
ethnically homogenous nation states. National belonging thus assumed an existential dimension 
after World War II. Memories of World War II served the essential purpose of re-forging the links 
between national identity, on the one hand,  and a hierarchical and oppositional gender order, on 
the other,  that had informed the construction of national identities from the early 19th century 
onward.21 

                                                        
15 John Barber, Mark Harrison, The Soviet Home Front 1941-45. A Social and Economic History of USSR in World War II 

(London: Longman 1991), 98; Sonya Rose, Which People’s War. National Identity and Citizenship in Britain, 1939-1945 (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 107-50. 
16 Adam Tooze, The Wages of Destruction. The Making and Breaking of the Nazi Economy (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 

513-15. 
17 Anna Krylova, Soviet Women in Combat. A History of Violence on the Eastern Front (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2010) 
18 D’Ann Campbell, “Women in Combat: The World War II Experience in the United States, Great Britain, Germany, 

and the Soviet Union,” Journal of Military History 57/2 (April 1993): 301-23, here 306. 
19 Franka Maubach, Die Stellung Halten. Helferinnen der Wehrmacht im Einsatz. Erfahrungsräume und Lebensgeschichten 

(Göttingen: Wallstein, 2009) 
20 Krylova, Soviet Women in Combat, 20-31; See also the interesting comparative references, in ibid., 116-17, 295-97. 
21 Karen Hagemann Ida Bloom, Catherine Hall, ed., Gendered Nations. Nationalism and Gender Order in the Late Nineteenth 

Century (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 2000). 
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Both the reconstruction of national identities and the renegotiation of a new “sexual 

contract” (Carole Pateman) constituted a daunting enterprise in the post-1945 world. In most of 
Nazi-occupied Europe, national identities had fractured because of a controversial and complex 
history of accommodation to or collaboration with Nazi Germany. In Western and Southern 
Europe, World War II eventually entailed a series of violent civil wars between collaborationist and 
anti-fascist forces that produced deep internal divisions. 22  While Nazi racism had rendered 
collaboration more difficult (though not entirely impossible) in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, 
postwar memories needed to confront the unprecedented experiences of irretrievable loss and mass 
death as a result of war and genocide, especially among the civilian populations. In Central Europe, 
the two postwar successor states – the Federal Republic of Germany in the West, the East German 
Democratic Republic in the East –needed to re-forge national identities that set them apart from the 
Third Reich and, in the context of the Cold War, from each other. Finally, the liberal democracies in 
Great Britain and the United States needed to reconcile the escalation of violence during the war 
with liberal and democratic values.  

As it is often the case in times of crisis and internal fragmentation, gender became a primary 
site for the reconstruction of national identities after 1945. In Western Europe and the United States, 
the return to a much-desired “normalcy” was often associated with a rollback of the extensive 
mobilization of women and their return to traditional roles as mothers and housewives. And while 
the Communist societies in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union propagated the ongoing presence 
of women in the workforce (in no small parts because of an extensive labor shortage), they also 
advocated conservative gender ideals in the private sphere.23  While the containment of women’s 
mobilization during the war constituted a consensus across the former belligerent societies, the 
traditional link between national identities and military masculinities could no longer be re-forged 
after World War II.  
 In light of the short and utterly catastrophic military history,  “patriotic memories” (Pieter 
Lagrou) in Western Europe drew on other, predominantly male experiences such as antifascist 
resistance, labor conscription, or internment in concentration and other camps. The central figure 
here was the male “hero-victim” who had often suffered at the hands of the Germans but whose 

inner strength and moral integrity had allowed him to survive war, conscription, and captivity 
(unless he had died a heroic death in the fight against fascism). The male “hero-victim” was also the 
central point of reference for the postwar “myth of the resistance,” which, its limited military 
significance notwithstanding, nevertheless served essential functions in postwar memory. It 
promoted national reconciliation by incorporating representatives of the entire political spectrum 
from the Communists to the Catholics; and it also externalized guilt to the former Nazi occupiers.24  

The resistance – and the hero-victim as its central figure -- was also coded as distinctly male 
and heterosexual. One telling example is Roberto Rossellini’s classic film Rome. Open City. Filmed 

with mostly lay actors immediately after the liberation of Rome in 1945, the film depicts the 
activities of a Communist resister, Manfredi, and his ally, a Catholic priest. Manfredi is eventually 
betrayed to the Gestapo by Marina, a former girlfriend, who now collaborates with the Germans and 
is rewarded for her service with drugs, a fur coat, and a hinted at lesbian relationship with another 
German woman. After having been tortured by the Gestapo, Manfredi eventually dies a heroic 
death in the presence of his ally, the Catholic priest, and even assumes a Christ-like posture in the 

moment of his death. In sharp contrast to the antifascist (and Christian) masculinity of Manfredi as 
the male hero-victim, his interrogator, the German Gestapo chief, is depicted as effeminate and 

                                                        
22 Exemplary here is Claudia Pavone, A Civil War. A History of the Italian Resistance (translated by Peter Levy) (New York: 

Verso, 2013).  
23 Donna Harsch, Revenge of the Domestic. Women, the Family, and Communism in the German Democratic Republic (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2008) 
24 Lagrou, Legacy of Nazi Occupation.; John Foot, Italy's Divided Memory (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), 147-82, 

Olivier Wieviorka, Divided memory : French recollections of World War II from the Liberation to the Present (Stanford, California: 

Stanford University Press, 2012). 
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potentially homosexual. The film thus clearly contrasts male heroism, heterosexuality, antifascist 

politics, on the one hand, with fascism, femininity, and homosexuality, on the other.25  
 “Deportation” to a variety of POW, labor, or concentration camps served another reference 

point for the male hero-victim. Public memories deliberately elided the key difference between 
different kinds of camps and incorporated different forms of internment in a broader narrative of 
victimization.26  This narrative even extended to postwar West Germany, where the internment of 
approximately three million German POWs in Soviet captivity was consistently equated with the 
imprisonment of Nazi victims in concentration camps.27 Public memories depicted “returnees” (a 
civilian terms that elided the POWs former role as soldiers of Hitler’s army)  as noble “survivors of 
totalitarianism” who had learned important moral and political lessons in captivity. These 
“returnees” also represented new ideals of postwar masculinity that emphasized the civilian roles as 
fathers and husband whose return would render complete previously “incomplete” families.28 

While combat was initially not the center of European memories of World War II, the 1950s 
witnessed the re-emergence of transnational veterans’ cultures in Western Europe. The Cold War 
and German rearmament gradually elided the memories of the crimes of the German army and 
contributed to the myth of a “clean Wehrmacht”. Veterans’ cultures also transformed the traditional 
male notion of “comradeship” into a more civilian, less martial concept for social gatherings, 
increasingly also across national borders and in the service of international reconciliation.29 More so 
than in Europe, military service assumed a greater significance in the memories of World War II in 
the United States and in the Soviet Union. In the United States, “traditional” and “virtuous” 
memories ultimately justified the war’s unprecedented violence as it had manifested itself in Dresden 
and Hiroshima as serving idealistic and worthwhile ends. While more critical memories that 
highlighted the war’s human costs as well as its racist, exclusionary aspects remained always present, 
the notion of a “good war” ultimately prevailed in public memory, especially in comparison to the 
morally more ambiguous wars that the United States fought in the ensuing Cold War.30 Similarly, 
the Soviet heroization of the Second World War as the “Great Patriotic War” served as historical 
justification for the Bolshevik Revolution and also promoted a barely concealed, Russian-centered 
ethnic nationalism.31 Both “celebratory narratives” (Michael Bess) centered on the glorification of 

the predominantly male experience of combat and its universalization for the nation at large.32  
The symbolic validation of distinctly male experiences in postwar public memory stood in 

stark contrast to the feminization of negative experiences of defeat and collaboration and/or the 
erasure of the gendered character of specifically female experience. The feminization of 
collaboration, as it was apparent in Rome Open City, also manifested itself in the public humiliation 

of French women who were accused of sexual relationships with German occupiers. Male 
participation in approximately 20,000 tontes, that is the parading and shearing of women’s heads, 

fueled a “rediscovery of virile identity that had been completely demolished” as a result of defeat, 
occupation, and collaboration. 33  Along similar lines, in West Germany, women who entertained 
sexual relations with American occupation soldiers were deemed “fraternizers” and became 
emblematic for Germany’s defeat and loss of sovereignty. By contrast, other experiences of German 

                                                        
25 David Forgacs, Rome Open City (London: British Film Institute, 2008)  
26 Lagrou, Legacy of Nazi Occupation. 
27 Moeller, War Stories. 
28 Ibid. and Frank Biess, Homecomings. Returning POWs and the Legacies of Defeat in Postwar Germany (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2006). 
29 Thomans Kuehne, Kameradschaft (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006) 
30 John E. Bodnar, The "Good War" in American Memory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), Kenneth Rose, 

Myth and the Greatest Generation. A Social History of Americans in World War II (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2008). 
31 Nina Tumarkin, The Living and the Dead. The Rise and Fall of the Cult of World War II in Russia (New York: Basic 

Books, 1995); Amir Weiner, Making Sense of War. The Second World War and the Fate of the Bolshevik Revolution (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2002) 
32 Michael Bess, Choices under Fire. Moral Dimensions of World War II (New York: Vintage, 2006), 1-20. 
33 Fabrice Virgill, Shorn Women. Gender and Punisment in Liberation France (New York: Berg, 2002). 
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women, such as being subjected to mass rape by Soviet soldiers or participation in the early work of 

reconstruction as the “women of the rubble,” assumed an increasingly universal, “de-gendered” 
significance in in postwar memory and signified the nation’s victimization and/or reconstruction.34 
In the Soviet Union, the experience of hundreds of thousands of female combat soldiers was not 
entirely erased but increasingly cast as gender deviation from more traditional women’s duties. The 
non-oppositional wartime gender identity with which Soviet women had conceived of their 
experience of combat continued to exist only in marginal spaces.35  

Gendered memories of World War III thus actively shaped a broader social and symbol 
“remasculinization” of postwar societies. 36  While male experiences became an integral part of 
postwar patriotic narratives, female wartime experiences were either associated with defeat and 
collaboration or lost their gendered nature altogether. Public memories thus informed (and were 
informed by) new normative gender ideals. In the West, public memories fueled the central 
ideological project of the Cold War -- the reconstruction of the family – by highlighting men’s 
civilian roles as fathers and husbands over their military pasts. Military masculinities declined during 
the postwar period or were deliberately fashioned as compatible with a democratic state, as in the 
West German notion of the “citizen in uniform.”37 By contrast, militarized masculinities survived to 
a greater extent in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union and were integrated into the new masculine 
ideal of the antifascist fighter.38 Similar continuities also existed in countries that continued to be 
engaged in warfare, such as in Israel.39 

The de-gendering of women’s wartime experiences or their association with defeat and 
occupation, by contrast, de-legitimized women’s claims to a public role and assisted their 
containment in the private sphere. This does not mean, however, that the postwar order witnesses a 
wholesale restoration of an ancien regime with respect to gender. Women’s extensive mobilization 

during the war had also endowed them with a memory of an important public role that at least had 
the potential to translate into political demands for more equality. As Laura McEnaney has shown 
for postwar Chicago, women insisted on a “peace dividend” for their wartime service by making 
claims to the postwar state for affordable housing.40 In Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, a 
massive demographic imbalance – in Polish cities, the balance between men and women was 

124:100 -- necessitated the ongoing employment of women in postwar industry.41 And because the 
“family” was not endowed with the same ideological investment, “single women” did not become a 
distinct category subject to state policies in the East as it did in the West.42 Still, wartime losses 
prompted a transnational emphasis on reproduction, motherhood, and pro-natalism, which, by 

                                                        
34 Heineman, “The ‘Hour of the Woman.’ 
35 Anna Krylova, “Neither Erased Nor Remembered. Cultural Strategies of Forgetting in Soviet Russia, 1940s-1980s,” in 

Frank Biess and Robert G. Moeller, eds., Histories of the Aftermath. The Legacies of the Second World War in Europe (New York: 

Berghahn Books,, 2010), 83-101. 
36 Robert G. Moeller, “The Remasculinization of Germany in the 1950s: Introduction” in Signs 24/1 (Autumn 1998): 101-

06. 
37 Fredericke Brühöfener, “Sending Young Men to the Barracks: West Germany’s Struggle over the Establishment of New 

Armed Forces in the 1950s,” in Karen Hagemann and  Sonya Michel, ed., Gender and the Long Postwar. The United States 

and the Two Germanys, 1945-1989 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), 145-64. Amy Ruthenberg, “Service by 

Other Means. Changing Perceptions of Military Service and Masculinity in the United States, 1940-1973,” in ibid.,  165-84. 
38 Biess, Homecomings, 145. 
39 Judith Tydor Baumel-Schwartz, Perfect heroes : the World War II Parachutists and the Making of Israeli Collective Memory 

(Madison, Wis.: University of Wisconsin Press, 2010). 
40 Laura McEnaney,“ A Woman’s Peace Dividend. Demobilization and Working Class Women in Chicago, 1945-1953,” 

in Michel, ed., Gender and the Long Postwar, 73-94. 
41 Vita Zelče, “Latvian Women after World War II” in Maren Röger Ruth Leiserowitz, ed., Women and Men at War. A 

Gender Perspective on World War II and its Aftermath in Central and Eastern Europe (Osnabrück: Fibre Verlag, 2012), 281-06.and 

Barbara Klich-Kluczewska, “Reproduction Politics in Postwar Poland” in ibid.,  307-28. 
42 Elizabeth Heineman, What Difference Does a Husband Make? Women and Marital Status in Nazi and Postwar Germny 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999)  
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definition, reinforced gendered binaries and promoted women’s relegation to the private sphere, as 

in the West, or imposed severe double burdens on them, as in the Communist East.  
Patriotic memories of World War II not only helped to reconstruct national identity and 

restore a binary gender order, they also served another essential function with important gendered 
implications: the erasure of violence. On both the Allied and the Axis side, the male hero-victim was 
supposed to emerge from the war as perhaps briefly shaken but essentially unscathed and ready to 
fully participate in the work of reconstruction. A transnational psychiatric consensus largely rejected 
any prolonged psychic suffering as a result of wartime violence and thus contributed to the 
disavowal of violence in postwar memory.43 Hegemonic ideals of masculinity in Europe and the 
United States validated stoicism and resilience and hence left little room for individual psychic 
suffering as a result of the war. The US notion of “combat fatigue” went perhaps furthest in 
recognizing war-induced psychic suffering. But here too, the diagnosis already suggested that a little 
rest would cure soldiers.44 German (and European) psychiatrists continued to explain prolonged 
psychic suffering after 1945 with “constitutional weakness” or, in eugenic fashion, with “hereditary 
deficits.”45 In the Soviet Union, the concept of trauma did not exist after World War II in spite of a 
psychiatric tradition of recognizing war-induced suffering during the First World War.46 Postwar 
conceptions of hegemonic masculinity thus validated individual productivity, rationality, and the 
overcoming of any potential lingering after-effects of war and defeat. The persistent psychological 
and mental consequences of unprecedented violence were displaced onto the private sphere and 
remained present within postwar families. Here, it was largely women’s task to facilitate men’s 
readjustment to civilian life and to cope with men’s ongoing physical or psychological impairment.47 
In spite of the development of the postwar welfare state, many of the consequences of the war were  
thus “privatized” in East and West.48 A broader recognition of trauma did not occur until the late 
1950s, primarily with respect to Holocaust survivors; the notion of post-traumatic stress disorder 
only emerged in the aftermath of the Vietnam War.  

The redemptive and heroic quality of patriotic memories in Europe and the United 
constituted the most important reason for what in retrospect appears to be their greatest deficit: the 
virtual absence of the Holocaust. Patriotic and antifascist memories were essentially forward looking. 

Indiscriminate suffering and mass death among civilians – Jewish and non-Jewish – simply did not 
lend itself to the project of national reconstruction.49 In the Communist East, a broader antifascist 
narrative highlighted the active resistance against Nazism and failed to recognize the specificity of 
Jewish suffering. Even in Israel, the emaciated and victimized Holocaust survivors did initially not 
fit into the Zionist narrative of Jewish resistance and reconstruction.50  The particularly gendered 
nature of the Holocaust also contributed to this omission. Patriotic and antifascist memories in East 
and West disproportionately drew on male experiences of heroic resistance or redemptive suffering 
whereas women and children constituted a large segment of Holocaust victims.  
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It is important to emphasize, however, that the Holocaust was not simply absent from 

postwar memories but was rather actively repressed. The International Military Tribunal at 
Nuremberg, for example, had left an extensive public record of German war crimes on the Eastern 
front, even if it had also distorted the memory of genocide and had largely failed to incorporate the 
voices of Jewish victims and survivors.51  Such voices were present in the postwar period yet did not 
meet a very receptive audience. Primo Levi’s classic autobiography If This is a Man was published by 

a small Italian publisher in 1947 and remained marginal until its republication in 1958. Persistent 
anti-Semitism contributed to the silencing of Jewish survivors as well. The most egregious examples 
occurred in postwar Poland, where ethnic Poles’ launched several anti-Semitic programs, partly due 
to fears that returning Jewish Holocaust survivors might reclaim their stolen property. 52  In the 
United States , Jewish religious communities, and women especially, cultivated a communal 
memory of the Holocaust, which differed markedly from the more masculinist national narratives of 
the postwar period. Yet here too, the memory of the Holocaust largely failed in entering the public 
and official memory of World War II.53  

 
The Survivor: The Transformation of Public Memory in Western Europe and the United States  

 
From the 1960s onward, public memories of war and genocide in Western Europe and the United 
States underwent dramatic transformations. Parallel memories in Eastern Europe, by contrast, 
remained largely static, even if slight revisions were possible on the edges, mostly through films and 
novels. Three changes were especially significant in Western memories. First, this period witnessed 
the gradual erosion of postwar patriotic memories that had largely elided questions of guilt, 
collaboration, and complicity in Nazi crimes. This process also entailed a unraveling of the male 
hero-victim as the emblematic figure of World War II. Secondly, Holocaust memory began to 
emerge as the central aspect of memories of World War II. This development inaugurated what 
Annette Wieviorka has called the “era of the witness”, that is an extensive cultural recognition of 
Holocaust survivors.54 While the figure of the “survivor” was assigned universal significance, it was, 
at least initially, almost exclusively based on male testimony. Thirdly, second wave feminism began 
to highlight the gendered nature of World War II and the Holocaust. Feminism brought into focus 
women’s experience in World War II and hence began to undermine the masculinist narratives as 
they had been forged in the postwar period. By the 1990s, feminist perspectives also began to inspire 
new research on the gendered experience and commemoration of the Holocaust.  

There is no simple or mono-causal explanation for these dramatic changes in Western 
commemorative cultures. The political stabilization of postwar societies and the gradual relaxation 
of Cold War tensions from the mid-1960s onwards helped to open up new discursive spaces for 
more societal introspection and thus enabled a more critical memory of the Second World War. One 
indicator of this process was the renewed legal prosecution of Nazi perpetrators, as it manifested 
itself in the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem in 1961 or the Frankfurt Auschwitz trial from 1963 to 1965. 
To be sure, the pursuit of “justice” in Nazi trials was not necessarily identical with the expansion of 
“memory” and produced their own distorted memories by, for example, emphasizing sadistic torture 
over systematic genocide.55 Yet the public and performative dimension of Nazi trials always entailed 
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inherently gendered representations of (mostly male) Nazi perpetrators. 56  The Auschwitz trial 

highlighted the defendants’ brutal and violent characteristics as “sadists” and “torturer.”57 While this 
depiction of Nazi perpetrators as pathological served crucial distancing mechanisms for West 
German society, it eventually also fostered a new desire for introspection that would reveal the 
pathological potential even among seemingly well adjusted and “normal” citizens.58 Equally and 
perhaps even more disturbing was Adolf Eichmann’s depiction as “ordinary”, which was by no 
means limited to Hannah Arendt’s notion of the “banality of evil” but had been present in the 
contemporary West German public reception of the Jerusalem trial as well.59  The depiction of 
Eichmann as bureaucrat without individual agency echoed pre-existing male anxieties about the 
decline of masculinity in bureaucratic modernity more generally.60  

The renewed attention to and emergence of (predominantly male) Nazi perpetrators went 
along with an increased awareness of collaboration and hence a decline of the myth of a resistance in 
Western Europe. Central to the (re)discovery of collaboration were the activities of filmmakers such 
as Marcel Ophuls (The Sorrow and the Pity, 1969) and historians such as Robert Paxton’s, whose 

Vichy France. Old Guard and New Order (1971, French translation 1973) demolished the traditional 

view of collaboration as larger a response to German pressure and revealed the domestic, voluntary 
motives behind Petain’s association with Nazi Germany. It also dispelled the myth of a distinctly 
female collaboration and brought into focus collaboration within the historically male spheres such 
as politics, business, or the military.61 In Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, the anti-fascist 
master narrative remained largely intact, even though films and novels such as Konstantin Siminov’ 
The Living and the Dead published between 1959 and 1971 began to cautiously address the massive 

human costs of the Soviet war effort.62 The limitations of these changes, however, became apparent 
when the Soviet KGB “arrested” the manuscript of Vassily Grossman’s Life and Fate in 1959, which 

also addresses the Jewish and the gendered dimension of the war on the Eastern front. The book was 
eventually smuggled into the West and not published in the Soviet Union until 1988.  

This challenge to traditional patriotic memories also manifested itself in the transnational 
generational conflicts of the 1960s. Oppositional youth cultures and politicized student movements 
in Western Europe and the United States called into question the Cold War societal consensus as it 

had emerged in the late 1940s. In the US, critics such as Robert Jay Lifton began to probe the 
ongoing consequences of wartime violence among survivors of Hiroshima.63 While the focus of the 
protest movement in the US was the present war in Vietnam, student activists in Western Europe 
assigned a direct political relevance to memories of an authoritarian and fascist past.64 This is not to 
say that the 1960s witnessed a linear development toward a more extensive and critical memory of 
the Second World War. By adopting a Marxist framework, the 68ers replicated some its deficiencies, 
such as the failure to recognize the specificity of Jewish suffering or a rather masculinist emphasis on 
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antifascist resistance. Following the theories of the Austrian psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, the 

memory of the Nazi past also assumed a deeply intimate meaning for student activists. They 
identified sexual repression with fascism and hence propagated a close association between 
antifascist politics, on the one hand, and the sexual revolution, on the other. Antifascist gender 
politics often entailed a renewed subjugation of women within the New Left and hence became one 
of the sources of second wave feminism.65  

The gradual disintegration of patriotic memories of World War II from the 1960s onward 
paved the ground for the most important development in the history of memory after 1945: the 
emergence of the Holocaust as the central element in public memories of World War II in Europe 
and the United States. As Peter Novick has shown, the Six-Day-War in Israel in 1967 and the search 
for a common bond among increasingly assimilated Jews in the United States and Western Europe 
constituted one factor for an emerging Holocaust consciousness in the West.66 But perhaps even 
more important was the increasing public presence of and receptivity to Holocaust testimony. In the 
wake of the Eichmann-trial, the “survivor” now emerged as the central figure of a new 
commemorative regime. 67  Persistent psychological suffering as a result of prolonged Nazi 
persecution and interment among Holocaust survivors was no longer seen as antithetical to 
prevailing notions of masculinity, and the broad transnational recognition of psychic trauma 
endowed the (mostly male) survivor with scientific legitimacy.68  

A new culture of emotional expressiveness enabled a greater degree of emotional empathy 
and hence provided an important context for the new cultural receptivity toward Holocaust 
survivors. Whereas the patriotic memories of the early postwar period were often based on a 
repression and denial of emotions, emotional expression now increasingly appeared as an indication 
of an authentic and healthy self. Compare, for example, the sober and rationalist tone of Raul 
Hilberg’s classic 1961 study on The Destruction of European Jews or the perception of emotionality as 

an indication of unreliable testimony in the Auschwitz trial with the highly emotional reactions to 
the TV mini-series Holocaust during the late 1970s and early 1980s.69 The masculine ethics of 
stoicism and the public disavowal of suffering now gave way to an ethics of broad emotional 
empathy with Nazi victims that has historically been associated with feminine subjectivity.  

These developments in Western commemorative culture were integrally linked to the rise of 
second wave feminism in the 1970s. Feminism brought into focus again the specifically female 
experiences of war and genocide that had largely been elided in the patriotic and antifascist 
memories of national reconstruction. Feminist historical scholarship paved the way in adding 
“herstory” to the history of World War II.70 This included, above all, a greater recognition of 
women’s contribution to survival in war and postwar as well as to military mobilization and 
resistance activities.71 In the US, the figure of “Rosie the Riveter” became a symbol for women’s 
empowerment during the war, yet also denoted the lost “chances” for women’s emancipation in the 
early postwar period.72  Feminist scholars also began to discuss gender-specific violence against 
women, especially the mass rape of German women by Soviet soldiers at the end of the war and in 
the immediate postwar period. In so doing, they needed to confront the thorny issue of women’s 
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victimhood and complicity in wartime violence.73 Whereas earlier feminist interventions had often 

highlighted women’s positive contributions to the war effort, feminist historians now began to 
analyze the intersection between “race” and “gender” in defining women’s wartime role. Were 
German women victims of a patriarchal regime qua gender, as Gisele Bock argued?74 Or did their 

shared non-Jewish status also implicate them in the racist policies of the Nazi regime, as Claudia 
Koonz countered?75 Unlike to the (male) historians’ debate of the 1980s on the singularity of the 
Holocaust, this women’s historians’ debate inspired innovative new research, which ultimately 
addressed ethnic German women’s participation in and complicity with the Nazi regime.76 

Feminist perspectives eventually also contributed to the gendering of the survivor. Survival 
narratives, especially of the death camps in the East, tended to be male and were hence seen as 
representative.77  While men had been more likely to be killed during the mass shootings of the early 
stages of the Holocaust, they stood better chances than women to survive the death camps in the 
East , largely because the capacity for hard labor became the single most important criterion to be 
exempted from selections for the gas chamber.  According to Raul Hilberg, “about a third of Jews 

who survived Auschwitz were women and “only a few escaped from Treblinka and Sobibor” 
whereas “none emerged from Belzec or Kulmhof”.78  Beyond a statistical overrepresentation of male 
survivors, a more widespread taboo regarding the depiction of sexual violence in concentration 
camps limited the discursive space for a specific recognition of women as victims and survivors. 

This does not mean, however, that there were no female Holocaust narratives. The most 
important one was, of course, Anne Frank’s diary, first published in English translation in 1952. Yet 
Anne Frank did ultimately not survive, and hence represented a passive victim whereas classic male 
Holocaust narratives, such as Ellie Wiesel’s Night (published in 1958 in French, in 1960 in English) 

denoted male agency and survival.79  Another early and prominent female survivor narrative was 
Charlotte Delbo’s three-part autobiography of Auschwitz. A non-Jewish French woman, Delbo was 
deported to Auschwitz as a member of the French resistance in January 1943 and from there to the 
all-women’s concentration camp in Ravensbrück. Written in 1946/47, the first two volumes of her 
autobiography were published not until the second half of the 1960s, partly as a result of Delbo’s 
criticism of the French war in Algeria.80 Interestingly, Delbo explicitly rejected the label of “women 
writer” and denied that there was “distinctive female experience of the Holocaust.” This self-
description, however, did not prevent the editors of a 1998 volume on Women in the Holocaust to see 

her work as indicative of instances of “kinship and friendship, bonding with other women” in the 
camps.81 Similarly, in one of the few survivor narratives written from a distinctly feminist perspective, 
Ruth Kluger also recalled the female camaraderie and Zionist bonding in Theresienstadt, while also 
professing to having“hate[d]” Theresienstadt and describing it as a “mudhole, a cesspole, a sty 
where you couldn’t stretch without touching someone.”82  
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Feminist readings of survivor narratives brought into focus women’s gender specific survival 

skills, such as a specific female bonding, as well as gender-specific treats, such as sexual humiliation 
and rape.83 This gendering of the Holocaust, however, has also been controversial. One of the most 
outspoken critics, Lawrence Langer, denounced the notion of a specifically female bonding in the 
camps as an attempt to “replace truth with myth” and instead emphasized an “ultimate sense of loss 
[that] unites former victims in a violated world beyond gender."84 Yet feminist scholarship has also 
corrected earlier tendencies toward idealizing women as “better survivors” by demonstrating how 
the camps system also destroyed female bonds and pitted women against women. Historical 
research on forced prostitution in the former women’s camp in Ravensbrück has revealed, for 
example, the ways in which female prostitutes were ostracized within the female camp community. 
Pregnancy too could serve as a source of heroism but also of atrocity in the camp, for example in the 
case of forced killing of newborn babies by their mothers.85  
 Feminist sensitivity to gendered experiences of the Holocaust ultimately enabled new 
perspectives on Holocaust commemoration, for example a critique of the gender-neutral exhibition 
in the Holocaust museum in Washington DC.86 Yet exactly how women’s experiences should be 
commemorated has remained far from clear. According to Janet Jacobs, the representation of 
women’s experiences in the current exhibition at Auschwitz  “re-inscribes the bifurcating images of 
endangered motherhood and sexual captivity" – a memory which obscures women’s resistance, 
reinforces their sexual objectification, and also enables male voyeurism. 87  Gendered Holocaust 
commemoration thus often also reproduced a binary gender order, which reduced female victims to  
(violated or thwarted) motherhood. This was also true for the antifascist memory in Communist 
East Germany. Whereas the monument at Ravensbrück represents a group of mothers grieving for a 
dead and hiding a live child, the parallel memorial of the former Buchenwald camp depicts eleven 
men symbolizing antifascist resistance.88 As Claudia Koonz has put it: “In the historical iconography 
of GDR sculptures, heroic males resist and women persevere. Jews are absent.”89 Women survivors, 
however, often also organized their own narratives around the theme of motherhood. Prevailing 
gender discourses such as pre-Holocaust ideals of bourgeois domesticity thus also defined how 
female survivors understood and narrated their experience of persecution.90  

Feminist perspectives have also brought into focus the gender specific aspects of the 
persecution of male Jews. Circumcision served as a marker of Jewishness, and Nazi violence often 
also entailed sexual humiliation of men by cutting beards or targeting genitalia. 91 This challenge to 
Jewish masculinity as a result of Nazi persecution also entailed the inability of Jewish men to protect 
women and children. Ruth Kluger, for example,  blames “the old prejudice that women are 
protected by men” for “overlooking what was most obvious, that is, that the weakest and the 
disadvantaged are the most exposed” and asks whether “the concept of chivalry so outshine[d] that 
of racism in the minds of our people?”92 And indeed, gendered Holocaust commemoration has also, 
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perhaps inadvertently, promoted an emasculated Jewish victimhood that signifies a larger crisis of 

Jewish paternal authority. And just as women survivors tended to emphasize motherhood in their 
memoirs, male survivors narrativized their experience with reference to pre-Holocaust gender ideals 
that highlight their role in public life, not their private identities as fathers and husbands. Postwar 
commemorative constructions of weak, passive, and uncaring Jewish men, however, have been 
tempered by new research that highlights the extent of Jewish (male) resistance. In Israel, especially, 
militarism and “reified notions of Jewish hypermasculinity” were supposed to counteract precisely 
this notion of the emasculated male Jewish victim.93 Finally, historical research has also uncovered 
numerous instances of male caring for others, which may have been omitted from postwar testimony 
because of gendered narrative conventions, not because such incidents did not occur.94  

The gendering of the survivor has significantly advanced our understanding of the history of 
the Holocaust. Gendered suffering certainly did not constitute the only or even the most important 
aspect of victimization in the Holocaust. But feminist perspectives have demonstrated how the 
“unmaking of the gendered self” undermined both traditional notions of femininity and masculinity 
and hence constituted an essential element of genocide. Gender, in this view, is not eclipsed by other 
forms of persecution, as Langer had argued, but is recognized as an integral aspect of the 
dehumanization of both men and women in the Holocaust.95  
 
The Pietà: The Gendered Nature of Contemporary Memories of War and Genocide.  

 
Whereas Holocaust memory emerged from and was facilitated by significant transformations 

in the memory of World War II from the mid-1960s onward, the reverse was true for the 
commemoration of World War II in the post-1989 period. Now Holocaust memory became 
paradigmatic for the memory of World War II in Europe and the United States. This was true also 
with respect to gender. While a broader sensitivity for gendered suffering was at the heart of 
Holocaust memory from the 1980s onward, similar tendencies manifest themselves in contemporary 
memories of World War II. No other monument represents better the feminization of memories of 
World War II than Käthe Kollwitz’s sculpture Mother with her Dead Son at the central German 

commemorative site for World War II, the Neue Wache, in Berlin. Established under the conservative 

Kohl government in 1993, the pietà-like sculpture depicting a mourning mother holding her fallen 
son in a Christ-like posture is supposed to commemorate all victims of World War II, including 
Jewish Holocaust victims, ethnic German expellees, victims of bombing, and victims of Nazi 
persecution. The pietà thus represents a minimal consensus of (Christianized) victimhood in 
German memories of World War that is represented, not accidentally, by a grieving mother.  

One important tendency in contemporary memories of war and Holocaust is therefore the 
expansion of victim categories based on the model of the paradigmatic Holocaust victim. Specific 
groups of Nazi victims, above all Eastern European slave workers, but also Sinti and Roma, male 
homosexuals, victims of medical murder, Wehrmacht deserters etc., now demanded and were given 
both commemorative recognition and often material compensation for their suffering in World War 
II. At the same time, German victims, especially millions of refugees and expellees and victims of 
Allied bombing, insisted on symbolic commemorative recognition that was often modeled – 
implicitly or explicitly – on Holocaust commemoration. 96  The planned memorial for German 

expellees in Berlin is a case in point. This expansion of victimhood not only proceeded horizontally 
by including an ever-expanding list of victims, but also diachronically. Following the notion of an 
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intergenerational transmission of trauma among the children of Holocaust survivors, a group of 

German war children (and now even war grand-children) has directed attention at the ongoing 
psychic repercussions of wartime violence.97 As Dorothee Wierling has shown, the German “war 
children” consisted of a relatively small group of about 50 male, educated West Germans who had 
undergone psychotherapy and who enjoyed privileged access to the mass media. A previously 
“private memory” of male German suffering thus managed to enter the post-unification German 
public memory of World War II in the early 2000s. The popular receptivity for the claims of the 
generation of “war-children” marked by the persistent consequences of violence indicates the 
dramatic change in conceptions of male subjectivity compared to the 1950s. While the concept of 
war-induced “trauma” was widely rejected in the early postwar period, it has become central to the 
construction of the male (and female) subjectivity of the early 21st century, notwithstanding an 
unprecedented period of half a century of peace in Europe.98 

 In Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, the collapse of Communism and the end of the 
Cold War opened up discursive spaces for a more critical memory of war and genocide, including its 
gendered aspects. In Poland, female Holocaust survivor began to tell their stories as well, yet they 
did so in markedly different ways than male survivors -- more “private, exotic, hyperemotional and 
above all ironic.”99 Moreover, the collapse of the Soviet Empire made it possible to address the 
violent transgression of Red Army soldiers against Eastern European civilians, such as, for example, 
the rape of Hungarian women.100 However, the construction of anti-antifascist memories of Eastern 
Europe as part of the attempt to invent patriotic memories for the new post-Communist nations also 
included a troubling rehabilitation of interwar authoritarianism and even fascism, most notably in 
Romania and Hungary. 101  Historians have only begun to investigate the role of gender in the 
formation of such post-Cold War memories.102 Anti-antifascism did not remain limited to Eastern 
Europe but also fueled a new and highly gendered memory of the antifascist resistance in Italy. The 
post-Cold War era made it possible to articulate hitherto private memories, which blamed Italian 
partisans for the violence that German reprisal measures had unleashed against innocent Italian 
civilians. Most of the accusers were the surviving widows and children, who stood for a more 
passive attendismo as the morally more appropriate response to Nazi occupation than active and 

masculinist antifascist resistance.103 Not accidentally, this more critical view of the Italian resistance 
coincided with the rise of a post-fascist party in Italian national politics.  
 Such troubling tendencies notwithstanding, contemporary memories of World War II are 
characterized by a globalization or “Americanization” of Holocaust memory. Holocaust memory 
has now become, as Tony Judt has argued, the “entry ticket for European civilization,” for example 
in the case of Turkey’s still deficient memory of the Armenian genocide.104 Holocaust memory has 
also become the yardstick for claims to symbolic recognition and material compensation by other 
victim groups unrelated to the history of World War II, such as Native Americans or the 
descendants of African American slaves. The contemporary tension between a particularistic, more 
Jewish-centered interpretation of the Holocaust, on the one hand, and a more universal 
interpretation, on the other, also appears to entail gendered aspects: a study among young Jews in 
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the United States indicated a stronger preference for the universalist interpretation and a greater 

degree of empathy with other “others” among women.105  
 While gendered memories of the Holocaust appear to retain their significance for the 
contemporary world, the same may not be true for the memory of World War II more generally. 
The “memory wars” of the 1990s and 2000s seem to have mostly passed and at least in Western 
Europe, a more nuanced and critical memory of World War II appears to be widely accepted and 
firmly established within commemorative culture. This may not be the case in Eastern Europe and 
the Soviet Union, where a gendered analysis of the memories of war and Holocaust is only in its 
infancy.106 In the United States, by contrast, contemporary memories of World War II appear to 
have moved in the opposite direction of further romanticization and heroization. While former 
veterans’ themselves had often questioned the uncritical valorization of the war as the “good war,” 
the ascendancy of the myth of the (all-male) “greatest generation” from the 1980s onwards was part 
and parcel of a new conservatism that sought to stave off the political demands of feminism and 
multi-culturalism.107 The notion of the “greatest generation” reflected a widespread nostalgia for a 
long lost moral clarity (which never really existed) as well as for a restrained yet nevertheless heroic 
heterosexual masculinity. Whether feminist and other historiographical challenges that have brought 
into focus the cultural stereotypes, racism, and violent transgression of American G.I.s in Europe 
will be able to significantly revise the popular myth of the “greatest generation” remains yet to be 
seen.108  
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