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lexandra Levy examines the development of the denazification program of the United States in post-
World War II Germany (1945-1948) starting with the occupiers’ official initial objectives up to their 
eventual retreat from the program. Arguing that “the decision to wind down the denazification 

programme (…) came in April 1947 because of negative public opinion,” Levy emphasizes how the public 
opinion of the occupied led to changes in occupation policy (614). This argument reflects the recent shift in 
studies of occupation and empire toward incorporating interactions and exchanges between the ruling power 
and the ruled into the context of these different power relationships. This shift typically involves an analysis of 
social and cultural dynamics built upon familiarity with both sides of the relationship, and sources pertaining 
to them. The lack of reference to German primary or secondary sources on the American occupation, 
including on German public opinion and on denazification experts such as the former Office of Strategic 
Services (OSS) official Walter Dorn, is, to this reviewer, a surprising omission. Integrating works by German 
historians like Alfons Söllner, Lutz Niethammer, including his translated and edited version of Walter L. 
Dorn’s memoir, and Clemens Vollnhals, or the more recent American publications on United States 
information control policy by Cora Sol Goldstein, could have broadened Levy’s perspective and deepened her 
analysis and prevented various misunderstandings.1 

                                                      
1 Alfons Söllner, Zur Archaologie der Demokratie in Deutschland: Analysen von politischen Emigranten im 

amerikanischen Staatsdient, 2 vols (Frankfurt a.M.: Fischer Verlag, 1986): Lutz Niethammer’s translated and edited 
version of Walter L. Dorn: Inspektionsreisen in der US-Zone: Notizen, Denkschriften und Erinnerungen aus dem Nachlass, 
(Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1973); Lutz Niethammer: Die Mitläuferfabrik: Die Entnazifizierung am Beispiel 
Bayerns (Berlin and Bonn: Verlag J.H.W. Dietz Nachf., 1982) and Clemens Vollnhals ed.: Entnazifizierung: Politische 
Säuberung und Rehabilitierung in den vier Besatzungszonen (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1991); Cora Sol 
Goldstein, “A Strategic Failure: American Information Control Policy in Occupied Iraq,” Military Review (March-April 
2008): 58-65.  Cora Sol Goldstein, “2003 Iraq, 1945 Germany, and 1940 France: Success and Failure in Military 
Occupations,” Military Review (July-August 2010): 43-50. And since the publication of Levy’s article: Cora Sol 
Goldstein, “A Comparative Analysis of Cultural Control: The German Military Occupation of France (1940-1942) and 
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Levy examines media policy and public opinion surveys in order to judge American attempts to influence 
German views on denazification, democratization and reorientation, but her static presentation of that part of 
the Office of Military Government United States Zone (OMGUS), the Information Control Division, which 
was in charge of licensing and overseeing media in the United States (U.S.) zone,2 ignores important policy 
and personnel changes that affected the approach to denazification and reorientation. Nor does she recognize 
the limits of the OMGUS surveys for judging German public opinion.  The so-called reception question is 
not asked:  German ‘interrogators’ posed the questions for the surveys and then reported back to the 
American occupiers, but Levy, who makes no mention of how these surveys were conducted, seems not to 
consider the multiple layers of interpretation and perception of what one wanted to or hoped to hear, whether 
when answering or asking or reporting back, not to mention the role of translation.  The views of a few 
German state political leaders are provided from translations and as reported by OMGUS sources. There is no 
mention of whether the German officials were originally appointed by OMGUS, and thus serving at its 
whim, or elected, and even then, how much autonomy they had. Such contextualization is critical to 
evaluating interactions and opinions of the occupied and the occupier.  

A comparison of the post-World War II Allied occupiers reveals that the Americans, more so and more 
quickly than the other three occupying powers, became concerned about being popular with the Germans. 
OMGUS concerns about German public opinion increasingly involved a growing distrust of the Soviets and 
fears of Germans being drawn to Communism, even socialism and nationalization, which the United States 
did not want to see develop in Germany, and which mellowed American views on the danger of Nazi 
influences in Germany. 

Of all the Allies, the Americans started off with the most all-encompassing, ambitious and schematic program 
of denazification, but proportionate to the German population, the smallest number of occupation staff. The 
American occupiers required that Germans living in the American Zone complete some thirteen million 
questionnaires (Fragebogen) about their roles and affiliations during the Third Reich. The investigation of the 
validity of the data and the decisions regarding action to be taken in each individual case required 
considerable personnel. Yet more and more capable military personnel were returning to the United States 
after their tours of duty had ended; their replacements were fewer in number and less qualified, which further 
diminished the efficacy of the program.3 

The joke that Levy relays, which was purportedly told by Germans as early as the summer of 1945 about the 
prerequisite of Nazi party membership in order to get a job on the town council, does not fit with German 
attitudes toward denazification in the U.S. zone, especially at that juncture, when denazification was the most 
stringent and the U.S. practice of appointment of German officials, based on having clear-cut anti-Nazi 
credentials (614). The joke was reported apparently only once, in mid-August 1945, in a weekly British 

                                                      
the American Military Occupation of Germany (1945-1949),” Journal of Military History 80:4 (October 2016): 1083-
1116. 

2 See Cora Sol Goldstein, “A Strategic Failure: American Information Control Policy in Occupied Iraq,” 
Military Review (March-April 2008), 59.  

3 Harold Zink, The United States in Germany, 1944-1955 (Princeton: D. Van Nostrand, 1957) 158-159.  
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intelligence summary and may have reflected circumstances at that juncture in the British zone but not in the 
U.S. zone.4 

In the fall of 1945, the Americans broadened their original denazification plans to encompass not just the 
public administrative sector but also industry in Military Government Law No. 8, which was initially well-
received in the U.S. Zone, at least within anti-Nazi and non-Nazi circles.  This widening of the scope of 
denazification in the U.S. Zone came as General George S. Patton, who headed the eastern military district of 
the U.S. Zone, provoked controversy with his statement at a press conference that the difference between 
Nazis and anti-Nazis was comparable to that between Republicans and Democrats in the United States.5 

The immense number of Germans who needed to be vetted (28 percent of all German adults) in the U.S. 
zone, and the decreasing number of qualified OMGUS investigators, led to a backlog of cases with often the 
least incriminated (followers or Mitläufer) being tried first in order to get them back to work (in the U.S. zone 
Germans suspected of incrimination could not be employed above the level of manual labor until they were 
tried and sentenced). The trials of the least incriminated came at a time when punishments imposed by 
OMGUS were most stringent, with few extenuating circumstances being considered. This had serious 
repercussions when those categorized as more incriminated fell under later amnesties introduced by the 
occupiers, which occurred after the Germans had been formally put in charge of implementation of 
denazification in the spring of 1946.  

By early 1946, the denazification branch of OMGUS was receiving more and more complaints from German 
administrators and officials in commerce and industry as well as from other branches of OMGUS that 
economic, governmental, and other professional services that were crucial to getting German administrations 
functioning smoothly again, could not operate if there were too many dismissals due to Law No. 8.  In fact 
those OMGUS officials still committed to denazification were complaining in the spring of 1946 about other 
Military Government officers in the field giving excuses for why expediency trumped the need to purge Nazis 
from German governmental and industrial posts.6  Contention within OMGUS surrounding retaining or 
hiring German experts regardless of their incrimination, alongside the size and difficulty and thankless nature 
of the denazification process, as conceived by the American policymakers, ultimately led OMGUS to transfer 
the denazification proceedings to German tribunals under American supervision with the March 1946 Law 
for Liberation from National Socialism and Militarism. This represented a revision of the program in that not 
only did German themselves implement it, but they also acquired the right to move away from the more 
formalistic scheme that the Americans had introduced, which had allowed very little room for individual 

                                                      
4 For this joke Levy cites the Canadian historian Perry Biddiscombe, The Denazification of Germany (Stroud: 

Tempus Publishing, 2007), 194 (in fact it appears on 193), rather than her citing his original source: 21st Army Group, 
“Weekly Political Intelligence Summary,” no. 6, 11 August 1945, FO 371/46934, National Archives, United Kingdom. 

5 William E. Griffith, “Denazification in the United States Zone of Germany,” The Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science 267 (1950), 69. See also Tom Bower, The Pledge Betrayed (Garden City: 
Doubleday, 1982), 136. 

6 Donald B. Robinson, “Why Denazification is Lagging,” American Mercury 62 (May 1946), 565 –567. See 
also Walter Dorn, “The Unfinished Purge, “unfinished manuscript archived at the Institute für Zeitgeschichte, Munich, 
227. Cf. Rebecca L. Boehling, A Question of Priorities: Democratic Reform and Economic Recovery in Postwar Germany 
(Providence and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 1996), 58-63. 
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circumstances, stressing instead the formal posts Germans held in the NSDAP or its affiliate organizations. 
This change was generally welcomed by the Germans, but the discontent that was increasingly expressed 
among Germans polled thereafter needs to be contextualized with Germans’ more likely willingness to 
criticize German tribunals than the American occupiers themselves, who officially banned the criticism of the 
Allies in the zonal press.  On the one hand, the Americans, as Levy points out, did want Germans to question 
authority, but only the authority of fellow Germans, not theirs as occupiers (616-617). 

OMGUS revisions to denazification policies, in the form of large sweeping group amnesties and 
‘downgrading’ of classifications of presumed incrimination, began within a few months of the formation of 
German tribunals, in ways that gave rise to even more dissatisfaction among those anti-Nazi Germans and 
Americans.  These include the original U.S. denazification planners who had served in agencies such as the 
OSS, committed to the concept of a fundamental purge and democratization of society. The first U.S. 
amnesty, the Youth Amnesty, came in July 1946 and absolved some 900,000 incriminated persons, born after 
1 January 1919, from almost all responsibility and thus penalties. The Christmas Amnesty of that same year 
(1946) absolved a further 1,000,000 relatively low-income and disabled persons, who had been initially 
charged as either Class II Offenders or Class III Lesser Offenders, as compared to Class I Major Offenders 
(Hauptverbrecher). Of those 1,400,000 presumed offenders of all categories (all those presumed to have been 
guilty of more than just going along, Mitläufer), almost 80 percent were eventually ‘downgraded’ and charged 
as the more nominally incriminated Lesser Offenders (III). Soon thereafter all members of this category III 
were automatically demoted to the lowest category, that of Followers, because of an amendment promulgated 
and approved by the Americans in October 1947.7 As mere Followers, such Germans no longer had to fear 
being penalized at all.  

This amendment had been instituted after a large group of Congressional representatives visiting Germany 
became convinced that denazification was impeding German economic recovery and that its conclusion 
should be expedited. However, Congress was not satisfied with the results of the October 1947 amendment, 
and in March 1948 the House Appropriations Committee refused to approve an Army appropriations bill 
unless denazification was halted. Under pressure from German denazification authorities not to close down 
the program, the zonal military governor, General Lucius D. Clay, managed to retain the most highly 
incriminated of the remaining Class I (Major) Offenders and Class II Offenders for trial, but this was only ten 
percent of those cases still pending. The remaining 90 percent were simply reclassified downward at least two 
notches to the category of Followers. These amnesties and amendments worked to the benefit of those 
originally charged in the more incriminated categories: those presumed originally to be the least incriminated 
had been tried prior to these changes, during the period when more stringency and harsher punishments were 
exercised. Because of this sequence of prosecuting the  “small fry” first, while eventually letting most of the 
“big fish” go, many of those who should have been removed from positions of authority in public 
administrations as well as in private industry never even came to trial.8 Levy notes this criticism coming from 
German anti-Nazis, citing Milton Pratt, the Press Scrutiny Board chief in late March 1947, assuming this is a 
criticism of the German implementation of denazification (626). In reality, it had more to do with the 

                                                      
7 John G. Korman, U.S. Denazification Policy in Germany 1944-1950 (Historical Division, Office of U.S. High 

Commissioner for Germany, 1952), 127. 

8 William E. Griffith, “Denazification in the United States Zone of Germany,” Annals of the American Academy 
of Political and Social Sciences 267 (1950): 72-75. 
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amnesties and the ‘downgrading’ of categories of incrimination instituted by OMGUS than with German 
leniency per se. Yet the effects of these changes did discredit denazification, making it more difficult to get 
appropriate Germans to serve on the German tribunals, whose members, along with the German public, 
became increasingly disillusioned with the fairness of the program altogether. 

Some non-Nazi and former Nazi Germans and various OMGUS officers in Germany overtly placed 
administrative efficiency and economic recovery over denazification and a more structural democratization. 
This occurred against the backdrop of the reconstruction speech by U.S. Secretary of State James Byrnes in 
Stuttgart during the fall of 1946 and following a Cold War-related American purge of more left-leaning 
officers among the ICD and OMGUS advisors. These developments, together with the shortcomings of the 
U.S. denazification process, and of course, with adverse German public opinion toward the program, 
ultimately led to the American retreat from denazification.  These trends in turn often worked to the 
advantage of numerous Germans with the most complicity, further discrediting the process.  

Thus the actual winding down of the denazification program began with the amnesties as of summer 1946. 
Negative German public opinion about denazification was only openly expressed once Germans were put in 
charge of it, with Germans being criticized rather than the occupiers, who had all but banned overt criticism 
of Allied policies, especially in the German press. Levy asks why, “once the ‘Law for Liberation’ began to be 
implemented, German satisfaction with the denazification programme dramatically declined” (622). A more 
pertinent question might have been whether German dissatisfaction stemmed back to inconsistencies in 
denazification and the manner in which amnesties and downgrading of the categories of incrimination, which 
were OMGUS and not German policies, led to more lenient treatment of those more incriminated. 

Levy points out correctly that there was a connection between the “increasing emphasis on reorientation” and 
the changing “place of denazification” in U.S. occupation policy (614). But other variables must be taken into 
account in assessing German reactions to policies of denazification and reorientation, as well as in 
understanding the causes of and motives behind changes to these policies. 
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