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Christian Goeschel

Suicide at the End of the Third Reich

In the spring of 1945 the Third Reich ended in a massive wave of suicides.
Historians have so far not tried to analyse this upsurge in self-destruction,
although such a study potentially has much to tell about the ways in which
Germans responded to the decline and fall of the nazi regime and the ‘people’s
community’, Allied occupation and the transformation from a war-time to a
peace-time society.1 Violence featured prominently in this context, since
Germans often responded to the threats of everyday life in that difficult period
by resorting to violence. And the final period of the second world war from
July 1944 to May 1945 was by far the most violent for Germans, when more
German soldiers and civilians died than in the previous five years of war.2

Unlike other acts of violence that Germans experienced towards the end of
war, such as rape, the Allied bombings and expulsion, not to mention the 
massively destructive and aggressive policies of the nazis, suicide, violence of
individual Germans directed against themselves, does not feature in the 
current German debate on the public memory of the second world war. This is
perhaps because it is a topic that does not easily allow for simplistic and 
moralizing views of Germans as victims, and others, including the Allies, as
perpetrators, or the other way round.3 But suicide, a highly individual action
that also reflects wider collective trends and circumstances, has to be taken
seriously as part of the experiences of Germans in 1945. 

Speculation rather than fact-based historical argument dominates our
approach to the subject.4 For example, in his recent book on the continuity of

I should like to thank Monica Black, Richard J. Evans, Moritz Föllmer, Emanuel Heisenberg,
Maximilian Horster, Molly Loberg, Mark Offord and Nick Stargardt for their very helpful com-
ments on earlier drafts of this article, and Bianca Welzing of the Landesarchiv Berlin for her 
indispensable help with locating crucial source material.

1 Martin Broszat, Klaus-Dietmar Henke and Hans Woller (eds), Von Stalingrad zur Währungs-
reform. Zur Sozialgeschichte des Umbruchs in Deutschland (Munich 1988); Klaus-Dietmar
Henke, Die amerikanische Besetzung Deutschlands (Munich 1995); Norman Naimark, The
Russians in Germany. A History of the Soviet Zone of Occupation, 1945–1949 (Cambridge, MA
1997 [1995]); Antony Beevor, Berlin. The Downfall 1945 (London 2002).
2 Michael Geyer, ‘“There is a Land Where Everything is Pure: Its Name Is Land of Death”.
Some Observations on Catastrophic Nationalism’ in Greg Eghigian and Matthew Paul Berg (eds),
Sacrifice and National Belonging in Twentieth-Century Germany (College Station, TX 2002),
118–47, here 123.
3 As an example among many see the current debate on Jörg Friedrich, Der Brand. Deutschland
im Bombenkrieg (Berlin 2002); and especially the useful essays in Lothar Kettenacker (ed.), Ein
Volk von Opfern? Die neue Debatte um den Bombenkrieg 1940–45 (Berlin 2003).
4 Richard Overy, Interrogations. The Nazi Elite in Allied Hands (London 2001), 479.
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nazi élites after 1945, Norbert Frei states laconically that there was a ‘not
insignificant number of high-ranking party and SS leaders who in spring 1945
saw suicide as the only way out’.5 Klaus-Dietmar Henke suggests possible
explanations in a very brief section of his monograph on the American occu-
pation of Germany. Thousands of nazis ‘denazified’ themselves by committing
suicide in the weeks preceding the Allied invasion. However, Henke has con-
centrated on suicide statistics from Upper Bavaria, a region to which many
nazi leaders fled, and his conclusions, therefore, while suggestive, are perhaps
a little premature. His argument that the wave of suicides merely reflected ‘the
bankruptcy of the regime that went down in . . . self-destruction’, however, is
somewhat reductive in its moral condemnation of these suicides. Surely
historians should try to explain and understand why events happened in the
way they did, rather than engage in moral judgment.6 In a study of suicide 
in modern Germany, Ursula Baumann hardly mentions the suicides of nazi
leaders, and blames, somewhat speculatively, ‘persecution, misery and vio-
lence’ for what was perhaps the single biggest wave of suicides in modern
European history.7

But the suicides which occurred in Germany before the surrender involved a
multi-faceted variety of motives. What they had in common was a general feel-
ing of insecurity and the lack of a future perspective. It is necessary here to
draw attention to a methodological caveat. Crucially, historians cannot ulti-
mately find out why someone has committed suicide. Rather, they have to rely
on contemporary descriptions and discourses, and, if available, suicide notes,
which tell us a great deal about representations of and subjective views on 
suicide.8 Violence and suicide are, of course, phenomena of everyday life,
regardless of the political and social environment. It is therefore difficult, if not
impossible, to draw any direct conclusions from the fluctuations of suicide 
levels. Rather than asking whether the suicide rate as such tells us anything
about deeper processes of social change, it makes more sense, as Thomas
Lindenberger and Alf Lüdtke have argued, to look in more detail at the ways
in which societies attach symbolic meanings to acts of violence — in short, to
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5 Norbert Frei, ‘Hitlers Eliten nach 1945 — eine Bilanz’ in idem (ed.), Karrieren im Zwielicht.
Hitlers Eliten nach 1945 (Frankfurt am Main 2002), 303–35, here 305.
6 Henke, op. cit., 964–5; see also idem, ‘Die Trennung vom Nationalsozialismus.
Selbstzerstörung, politische Säuberung, “Entnazifizierung”, Strafverfolgung’ in idem and Hans
Woller (eds), Politische Säuberung in Europa. Die Abrechnung mit Faschismus und Kollaboration
nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg (Munich 1991), 21–83, here 32. Cf. Richard J. Evans, ‘History,
Memory, and the Law. The Historian as Expert Witness’, History and Theory, 41 (2002),
277–96.
7 Ursula Baumann, Vom Recht auf den eigenen Tod. Die Geschichte des Suizids vom 18. bis
zum 20. Jahrhundert (Weimar 2001), 376–8.
8 Andreas Bähr, Der Richter im Ich. Die Semantik der Selbsttötung in der Aufklärung
(Göttingen 2002), 7–25; see also Christian Goeschel, ‘Methodische Überlegungen zur Geschichte
der Selbsttötung im Nationalsozialismus’ in Hans Medick and Andreas Bähr (eds), Sterben von
eigener Hand. Selbsttötung als kulturelle Praxis (Cologne 2005).
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look at the ways in which violence is perceived.9 That is why this present
article, without entirely dismissing statistics, focuses on contemporary repre-
sentations of suicide and, at the same time, tries to offer some explanations for
these acts of self-destruction.

Contemporary observers such as Thomas Mann shared the view that the
nazi suicides were nothing but acts of cowardice. On 23 April 1945 Mann,
having emigrated to the USA, wrote in his diary at his home in Pacific
Palisades what the American media had reported about events in Germany
that were geographically distant, but emotionally close to the Nobel Laureate.
He was quite happy about ‘the many suicides among the nazi bigwigs, finally 
. . .’.10 When the American journalist William L. Shirer, who had been living as
a correspondent in Berlin until 1941, learned of Hitler’s death by suicide in the
bunker of the Reich Chancellery on 30 April 1945, he declared: ‘In fact, I have
always been certain myself that that was what he wanted to do in the end’,
thereby seeing the Third Reich as an ultimately suicidal regime.11 Another con-
temporary observer, the Norwegian journalist Theo Findahl, who witnessed
the decline and fall of the Third Reich in Berlin, suggested that the end of the
nazi regime directly confirmed what Hermann Rauschning, one of the early
analysts of the Third Reich, had written in 1938, namely that nazism was a
revolution of nihilism, ending in 1945 in self-destruction and total chaos.12

Indeed, many nazi leaders, among them Hitler, Goebbels, Bormann,
Himmler and ministers such as the Minister of Justice Otto-Georg Thierack
and the Minister of Culture Bernhard Rust, 8 out of 41 party regional leaders,
7 out of 47 higher SS- and police leaders, 53 out of 554 army generals, 14 out
of 98 Luftwaffe generals and 11 out of 53 admirals, followed by a yet
unknown number of lower nazi officials, took their own lives either shortly
before or after the total German surrender on 8 May 1945.13

Since the defeat at Stalingrad in February 1943, the policies of the Nazi
Party had increasingly become more radical towards those considered racial
and political enemies as well as towards Germans on the home front. In the 
so-called Nero Order of 19 March 1945 Hitler decreed that the German infra-
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9 Thomas Lindenberger and Alf Lüdtke, ‘Einleitung. Physische Gewalt — eine Kontinuität der
Moderne’ in eidem (eds), Physische Gewalt. Studien zur Geschichte der Neuzeit (Frankfurt am
Main 1995), 7–38.
10 Thomas Mann, Tagebücher 1944–1.4.1946, ed. Inge Jens (Frankfurt am Main 1986), 192,
196; cf. Henke, op. cit., 964.
11 William L. Shirer, End of a Berlin Diary (London 1947), 48–51.
12 Theo Findahl, Letzter Akt — Berlin, 1939–1945 (Hamburg 1946), 155; see the recent 
critique of Rauschning in Richard J. Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich (London 2003), 456.
13 Numbers based on Peter Hüttenberger, Die Gauleiter. Studie zum Wandel des Machtgefüges
in der NSDAP (Stuttgart 1969), 213–20; Ruth Bettina Birn, Die Höheren SS- und Polizeiführer.
Himmlers Vertreter im Reich und in den besetzten Gebieten (Düsseldorf 1986), 330–88. On 
suicides within the Wehrmacht leadership see Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 16 August 1950;
and more generally, Klaus-Jürgen Preuschoff, Suizidales Verhalten in deutschen Streitkräften
(Regensburg 1988).
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structure must be destroyed so as not to hand it over to the Allies.14 The nazi
regime as well as the civil administration slowly disintegrated amidst poly-
cratic struggles. Now that total victory was impossible, ‘at least defeat could
be total’, as Tim Mason wrote.15 Dying the death of a soldier was more digni-
fied than negotiating for peace.16 The significance of dying a violent death
dated back to the initial period of the party’s struggle for power, the
Kampfzeit, and the experience of 1918, which had led to an idealization of the
soldier’s death in nazi discourse. This corresponded with nazi notions of a dis-
tinctly masculine way of dying. In this way, the suicides of nazi leaders in 1945
were not understood as suicides as such, but as heroic self-sacrifices.17

On 28 March 1945, for example, Wilhelm Pleyer wrote a lengthy propa-
ganda article in the nazi party daily, the Völkischer Beobachter, entitled
‘Risking One’s Life’. He claimed that ‘to risk one’s life does not merely mean
to die, but also to stand up for a cause . . . and the desire to sacrifice one’s 
personal existence’.18 Pleyer wanted to encourage people not to give up resist-
ing, and to die by their own hand rather than be captured by the Allies. ‘Self-
sacrifice’ rather than cowardly surrendering was thus identified as a way to
maintain one’s ‘honour’, as was claimed in the same newspaper on 16 April
1945.19 Likewise, in the most expensive German colour film hitherto made,
Kolberg (1945), for which Goebbels had written most of the dialogue himself,
the people of Kolberg, a town in Pomerania which had allegedly not surren-
dered to Napoleon in 1806/07, served as a heroic precedent for Germans 
facing an ever more hopeless military situation. A stoic attitude and a readi-
ness to sacrifice oneself could thus lead to the final victory.20 Interestingly, the
references to suicide in each of the propagandistic exhortations to self-sacrifice
were quite direct, which reveals that the still considerably strong Christian
opposition to suicide no longer mattered to nazis. This places in question, at
least for 1945, Richard Steigmann-Gall’s recent argument that nazism and
Christianity were not as mutually exclusive as originally assumed and that
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14 Heinrich Schwendemann, ‘“Drastic Measures to Defend the Reich at the Oder and the Rhine
. . .”. A Forgotten Memorandum of Albert Speer of 18 March 1945’, Journal of Contemporary
History, 38, 4 (October 2003), 597–614.
15 Timothy W. Mason, ‘Introduction to the English Edition’ in idem, Social Policy in the Third
Reich. The Working Class and the ‘National Community’ (Oxford 1993), 1–18, here 12 for
quote; Hans Mommsen, ‘Die Rückkehr zu den Ursprüngen — Betrachtungen zur inneren
Auflösung des Dritten Reiches nach der Niederlage von Stalingrad’ in Michael Grüttner, Rüdiger
Hachtmann and Heinz-Gerhard Haupt (eds), Geschichte und Emanzipation. Festschrift für
Reinhard Rürup (Frankfurt am Main 1999), 418–34; see also the recent narrative by Joachim
Fest, Der Untergang. Hitler und das Ende des Dritten Reiches (Berlin 2002).
16 Sabine Behrenbeck, Der Kult um die toten Helden. Nationalsozialistische Mythen, Riten und
Symbole (Vierow bei Greifswald 1996), 520–32.
17 Ibid., 71, 75, 587–8.
18 Völkischer Beobachter (Munich edn), 28 March 1945.
19 Völkischer Beobachter (Munich edn), 16 April 1945.
20 David Welch, Propaganda and the German Cinema 1933–1945 (Oxford 1983), 221–37; see
also Völkischer Beobachter (Berlin edn), 31 January 1945.
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leading nazis did not bitterly oppose Protestantism but absorbed some
Christian principles to serve racial and political interests.21

In a way that was characteristic of the final months of the nazi regime, the
self-historicization of the nazi leaders drew upon references to famous heroic
deaths in history.22 Goebbels is said to have read out passages from Carlyle’s
history of Frederick the Great to Hitler in the bunker. In these passages,
Frederick the Great contemplated suicide by poisoning himself when the mili-
tary situation seemed hopeless to the Prussians in 1757 during the Seven Years
War.23 In a lengthy radio speech, Goebbels claimed on 28 February 1945 that
Frederick the Great had only known ‘victory or death’. And in the same
speech, reprinted in most German newspapers on 1 March 1945, Goebbels
alluded to the Stoic heroism of Roman leaders such as Cato of Utica, who had
preferred to die rather than surrender his life and body to the mercy of Caesar.
Anticipating the suicide of his wife and of himself as well as the murder of his
children, Goebbels furthermore claimed that he ‘would not find it worthwhile
to live . . . neither for his children nor for all those whom I loved’, but would
prefer, if Germany were defeated, ‘to cheerfully throw away his life’.24

Interestingly, it was Roman political suicides, rather than the highly ritualized
voluntary suicides of the Japanese allies, that served as a precedent for nazi
leaders, as they had already done in the French Revolution.25 According to
rumours circulating among diplomats of those few states which were still 
represented in Berlin, Goebbels had been glorifying suicide at a press confer-
ence on 3 March. A conservative German diplomat allegedly commented upon
Goebbels’ speech dryly: ‘The nazi leadership could long ago have set a good
precedent by doing away with themselves. That would have been a blessing for
Germany and the world.’26

Suicide or ‘self-sacrifice’ allowed nazi leaders to retain a sense of honour, as
it placed them in control of the decision of when and how to die. Nazi leaders,
therefore, did not merely lose their sense of reality.27 As Bernd Wegner has
argued, Hitler and the nazi leaders did not see their suicides as acts of
despair.28 Hitler regarded his decision to stay in the bunker and die by his own
hand as honourable, in contrast to ‘cowardly escape or even surrender’ and as
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21 Richard Steigmann-Gall, The Holy Reich. Nazi Conceptions of Christianity, 1919–1945
(Cambridge 2003).
22 Mommsen, op. cit., 428.
23 Ian Kershaw, Hitler. Nemesis (London 2000), 783.
24 Völkischer Beobachter (Berlin edn), 1 March 1945.
25 Maurice Pinguet, Voluntary Death in Japan (Cambridge 1993); Paul Plass, The Game of
Death in Ancient Rome. Arena Sport and Political Suicide (Madison, WI 1995).
26 Jacob Kronika, Der Untergang Berlins (Flensburg 1946), 39–40. 
27 Cf. Manfred Messerschmidt, ‘Die Wehrmacht. Vom Realitätsverlust zum Selbstbetrug’ in
Hans-Erich Volkmann (ed.), Ende des Dritten Reiches — Ende des Zweiten Weltkriegs. Eine 
perspektivische Rückschau (Munich 1995), 223–57.
28 Bernd Wegner, ‘Hitler, der Zweite Weltkrieg und die Choreographie des Untergangs’,
Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 26 (2000), 493–518, here 508.
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a heroic example for German troops to keep fighting.29 Indeed, in the radio
broadcast on 1 May 1945, it was claimed that Hitler had died in action, ‘fight-
ing for Germany until the last gasp’.30 However, a more immediate intention of
the top nazi leaders, when committing suicide, was to express their anger
towards the Germans who had let them down by failing to win the war and by
preventing German women from being raped by Soviet soldiers, a view first
expressed by Hitler at his last meeting with the party regional leaders on 24
February 1945.31 When the Allied tribunal at Nuremberg condemned Goering
to death by hanging instead of by firing squad, as he had demanded, Goering,
in accordance with his principles as a German officer, decided to take his own
life the night before his execution on 15 October 1946 by taking cyanide, since
death by hanging was a method of execution traditionally associated with 
dishonour and disgrace.32 Less grandiose motives for suicide should not be
underestimated, such as the fear that the Allies would take revenge during
show trials, similar to the unheroic death of Mussolini and his mistress, who
had been shot by partisans and were then hanged upside-down in public in
Milan on 27 April 1945.33

But what about German civilians? In the weeks preceding the German 
surrender, suicides were almost an everyday event in Germany, as a report
written by the SS security service (SD) in March 1945 suggests: ‘Many are
coming round to the idea of doing away with themselves’ and ‘suicide in sheer
despair at the certainty of approaching catastrophe is the order of the day’.34

Suicide lost its status as an extraordinary act, and was even discussed at a 
service in the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church in early March 1945, when
the local pastor Gerhard Jacobi spoke out against suicide as an immoral act,
for which the nazis were to blame in his view. He told Jacob Kronika, a
Danish correspondent:

The danger of a suicide epidemic exists. Again and again I am sought out by members of my
parish, who confide in me that they have secured cyanide. They see no way out. The person
chiefly responsible for the increase in suicidal tendencies is Dr Goebbels. He drummed it into
the people that the Russians will bring hell in their wake. These horror stories have certainly
had an impact. All Berliners know that the Russians will soon be in Berlin, and they see no
alternative — other than cyanide.35
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29 Quoted in Joseph Goebbels, Tagebücher 1945. Die letzten Aufzeichnungen (Hamburg
1977), 550–3.
30 Quoted in ibid., 557.
31 Kershaw, op. cit., 780.
32 On Goering’s suicide see Overy, op. cit., 205; Richard J. Evans, Rituale der Vergeltung. Die
Todesstrafe in der deutschen Geschichte, 1532–1987 (Hamburg 2001), 911; see also Richard
Overy, Goering. The ‘Iron Man’ (London 1984), 230.
33 Joachim C. Fest, trans. Richard and Clara Winston, Hitler (Harmondsworth 1982), 747.
34 Heinz Boberach (ed.), Meldungen aus dem Reich. Die geheimen Lageberichte des
Sicherheitsdienstes der SS (Herrsching 1984), XVII, 6737.
35 Kronika, op. cit., 41.
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Jacobi’s vivid illustration of the danger of a suicide epidemic nevertheless fore-
told the brutal way in which members of the Soviet army would behave in
Germany. His statement underlines the prospect of many people committing
suicide in anticipation of the behaviour of the Red Army. And indeed, many
suicides occurred as the Russians approached, and thus preceded the mass 
suicides of the nazi élite. Nazi propaganda had exhorted Germans to hold out
and keep fighting the ‘Bolshevik–Mongolian hordes’. In the Panzerbär of 26
April, Goebbels’ propaganda machinery painted a horror scenario, which
Germans would have to face if they lost the war. One captured Soviet major
had allegedly said: ‘We’ll work the German scum until they croak.’36 (Nazi
propaganda did not mention, of course, the German atrocities in the Soviet
Union.) This suggests that the nazi demonization of the Red Army — e.g.
German propaganda and eyewitness accounts of Bolshevik atrocities in
Nemmersdorf, a village in East Prussia, in October 1944, and of similar acts
— helped to create a suicidal atmosphere.37 In a leaflet distributed in February
1945 in Bohemia, for example, nazi propaganda painted a horror picture of a
Soviet victory. If the ‘Bolshevik murderer-pack’ were victorious, ‘incredible
hatred, looting, hunger, shooting in the back of the neck, deportation and
extermination’ would follow immediately. In an appeal to the prowess of
German men, the leaflet demanded that they ‘save German women and girls
from defilement and slaughter by the Bolshevik bloodhounds’.38

As a report from the SD of late March 1945 reiterated: ‘Every national com-
rade has known since the invasion of the Soviets that we are on the brink of a
national catastrophe, one that will have the gravest impact on every family.’39

Many Germans had been identifying with this racist depiction of the Soviet
danger.40 However, this alone hardly explains the large number of suicides in
1945, since propaganda about ‘barbarous’ Russian troops had already been
disseminated in Germany well before 1914. But what distinguished the anti-
Bolshevik propaganda in 1945 from its precursors was perhaps that Soviet
troops for the first time, apart from the brief Russian invasion of East Prussia
in 1914, were about to occupy German territories, or had already done so.41

Nevertheless, to draw a general, direct link between nazi propaganda and sui-
cides would underestimate the individual decisions of those who committed
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36 Landesarchiv Berlin (hereafter LAB), F. Rep. 240 neu, A 0382, Der Panzerbär, 26 April
1945. 
37 Beevor, op. cit., 28; David Welch, The Third Reich. Politics and Propaganda (London 1993),
120–4. As an example among many see Völkischer Beobachter (Berlin edn), 8 March 1945.
38 Bundesarchiv Berlin, NS 26/2127, Proklamation, 22 February 1945 (emphases in the 
original). Cf. Wolfram Wette, ‘Das Rußland-Bild in der NS-Propaganda. Ein Problemaufriß’ in
Hans-Erich Volkmann, Das Rußlandbild im Dritten Reich (Cologne 1994), 55–78, here 72.
39 Boberach, op. cit., 6734.
40 Naimark, op. cit., esp. 69–140.
41 Peter Jahn, ‘“Russenfurcht” und Antibolschewismus. Zur Entstehung und Wirkung von
Feindbildern’ in idem and Reinhard Rürup (eds), Erobern und Vernichten. Der Krieg gegen die
Sowjetunion 1941–1945 (Berlin 1991), 47–64.
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suicide and their fear, guilt, and in some cases fanaticism, and the vanishing
hopes of a future.42

Suicide in this context also reflects the fact that soldiers of the Red Army
often committed crimes such as the rape of German women, which began in
East Prussia in early 1945 and continued towards the West as the Red Army
was approaching.43 Yet it does not really prompt the conclusion that the 
suicides were all fanatical nazis. Margret Boveri, a journalist documenting the
impact of the end of war on German women, described in her diary on 3 May
1945 the failed suicides of German girls who had been raped by Red Army 
soldiers; her very sober style suggests that rape, like suicide, had become a
normal occurrence by this time: ‘Afterward they were totally shattered, would
happily have poisoned themselves, but had no poison; they found razor blades
and wanted to slit their wrists, but for whatever reason, put it off.’44

Clearly, a study of suicide helps us to understand better the immediate and
subjective impact of the brutal treatment of Germans by Red Army soldiers.
Estimates suggest that around 100,000 German women were raped by Soviet
soldiers, and that 10,000 of them died, mostly by suicide as a result of having
been dishonoured.45 Carrying cyanide capsules was quite common in the
months around the end of war; in Berlin, for example, the local health author-
ity allegedly distributed capsules of potassium cyanide and women carried
razor blades in their handbags. In some cases, people were anxious to store
cyanide in the right way to ensure that it would not go off and lose its lethal
effect, as Boveri noted later with some surprise. Since Boveri’s dose of cyanide
had not been renewed recently, she would not have died, as she later admit-
ted.46 Hitler allegedly gave cyanide pills to his secretaries as a farewell gift and
members of the Hitler Youth are said to have distributed poison to the audi-
ence of the last concert of the Berlin Philharmonic on 12 April 1945.47 Though
these reports may be exaggerated, they nevertheless capture the feeling among
many Germans that everything was coming to an end. 

Suicide was not an unusual event at the eastern front towards the end of the
second world war. In the Tempelhof district of Berlin, the wife of an old pro-
fessor committed suicide by taking sleeping pills immediately after the arrival
of the Soviets in late April 1945, as their landlady remembered in 1977.48 The
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42 Cf. Richard Bessel, ‘“Leben nach dem Tod” — Vom Zweiten Weltkrieg zur zweiten
Nachkriegszeit’ in Bernd Wegner (ed.), Wie Kriege enden. Wege zum Frieden von der Antike bis in
die Gegenwart (Paderborn 2002), 239–58, here 246.
43 Beevor, op. cit., 28–32, 67, 312–13, 409–12; Naimark, op. cit., 69–140. On suicides follow-
ing the Soviet occupation see ibid., 254.
44 Margret Boveri, Tage des Überlebens. Berlin 1945 (Munich 1969), 111. 
45 Helke Sander und Barbara Johr, Befreier und Befreite. Krieg, Vergewaltigung, Kinder
(Munich 1992), 17; see also Atina Grossmann, ‘A Question of Silence. The Rape of German
Women by Occupation Soldiers’, October, 72 (1995), 43–64; Beevor, op. cit., 410.
46 Boveri, op. cit., 137.
47 Gitta Sereny, Albert Speer. His Battle with Truth (New York 1995), 507; Beevor, op. cit.,
189, 278.
48 LAB, F. Rep. 240, Acc. 2651, No. 2, Bl. 131/1–131/10, Bericht von Gertrud S.
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journalist Ruth Andreas-Friedrich, having helped Jews to survive the Third
Reich, conveys in her diary entry of 5 May 1945 the shock felt by Germans at
the arrival of the Red Army: ‘I shudder. For four years Goebbels told us that
the Russians would rape us. That they would rape and plunder, murder and
pillage . . . .We don’t want to be disappointed now. We couldn’t bear it if
Goebbels was right.’49

An anonymous middle-class woman from Berlin, however, wrote in her
diary on 21 April 1945 that ‘there’s no doubt that the threat to life enhances
the will to live’.50 Nevertheless, though we need to remember that most
Germans tried to survive the end of war, the many suicides in such a time of
panic and fear intimate that the norms and values of everyday life had been
turned upside down, a phenomenon which was also reflected in the rising 
levels of non-violent crime.51 Yet many Berliners vividly recorded the suicidal
atmosphere of the early months of 1945. Hertha von Gebhardt, from the 
middle-class suburb of Wilmersdorf, noted in her diary on 26 April 1945,
while the battle for Berlin was still raging, that ‘Frau K. [is] totally fragile, and
wants to take her own life. We keep trying to make sure that she does not run
outside.’52

Intriguingly, suicide levels in heavily bombed German towns do not seem to
have risen during the Allied bombing raids that heavily impacted on German
everyday life from around 1943 until the end of war, as researchers from the
United States Strategic Bombing Survey found out immediately after the
German surrender. Rather than destroying Germans’ loyalty to the nazis 
and thereby facilitating the collapse of the regime from within, as they had
expected, the bombings, according to the authors, ‘created a certain amount of
community spirit in addition to increasing the desire to give up’, and therefore
did not lead to an increase in what Durkheim has identified as egoistic 
suicides, acts of self-destruction due to the lack of social integration. The
authors, writing in the period between March and June 1945, however, noted
with a rhetoric anticipating the cooling of Soviet–American relations the
extremely high suicide rate in the eastern parts of Germany at that time: ‘No
one knew how far the Russians would come, and rumours were rampant
about starvation and freezing in the coming winter . . . To a realistic German
who tries to envision his future welfare within the peace terms . . . there is
ample ground for discouragement. The fear of Russia . . . is depressing.’53

Goeschel: Suicide at the End of the Third Reich 161

49 Ruth Andreas-Friedrich, trans. Anna Boerresen, Battleground Berlin. Diaries 1945–1948
(New York 1990), 16.
50 Anon., trans. James Stern, A Woman in Berlin (London 1955), 27.
51 Beevor, op. cit., 370–85. For a good local study see Bernd A. Rusinek, Gesellschaft in der
Katastrophe. Terror, Illegalität, Widerstand — Köln 1944/45 (Essen 1988).
52 LAB, LAZ 10678, Tagebuch Hertha v. Gebhardt.
53 The United States Strategic Bombing Survey, ‘The Relations of Bombings to Suicide’ in ‘The
Effects of Strategic Bombing on German Morale, volume II’, printed in David MacIsaac (ed.), The
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Nevertheless, previously neglected evidence suggests that many Berliners killed
themselves after having lost their property during some of the very heavy raids
on the city in 1945. In the chaotic context of 1945, the Allied bombings had a
much more profound impact on German morale than before. On 31 March
1945, for example, the 39-year-old Erna M. jumped to her death off the land-
ing on the fourth floor of a staircase, not least because she had lost her flat in
Pankow, a lower-middle-class neighbourhood in north-eastern Berlin in a
bombing raid. Trying to blame the Allies for Erna’s suicide, the criminal police
noted: ‘The deceased became melancholic over recent events . . . then her flat
was totally destroyed in one of the last terror raids. She lost everything.’54

But before analysing suicide in depth, it makes sense to give an idea of how
many suicides occurred in 1945. National statistics are not available, but there
are some figures for Berlin. Needless to say, suicide statistics are notoriously
problematic and thus not precise,55 especially for 1945, when by no means all
suicides were recorded by the police. Nevertheless, by illustrating the magni-
tude of suicide levels in 1945, they are still valuable indicators (see Figure 1).

Suicide levels reached their maximum in Berlin in April 1945. At the climax
of the battle of Berlin, no fewer than 3881 people killed themselves, while in
the same month only 56 people committed suicide in Hamburg, according to a
report by the British Control Commission in Germany. Indeed, for Hamburg,
Germany’s second city, Alan Kramer denies any upsurge in suicide levels, and
argues instead that there was a rise of property-related crime in 1945.56

Altogether, 7057 suicides were reported in Berlin in 1945. There is no reliable
and more precise statistical breakdown of these numbers concerning the age
and gender of the suicides. According to one source, however, 3996 women
and 3091 men committed suicide, turning upside down the traditional
assumption that more men than women tend to commit suicide.57 Many men
were still away at the front or in Allied captivity, while women had to take on
a tremendous psychological and physical burden in caring for their families.58

But drawing conclusions from suicide statistics about the political fanaticism
of Germans is difficult, if not impossible. 
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54 LAB, A. Rep. 358–02, No. 145161, Leichensache. Polizeirevier 153, Kriminal-Polizei
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55 Jack D. Douglas, The Social Meanings of Suicide (Princeton, NJ 1967).
56 Alan Kramer, ‘“Law-abiding Germans?” Social Disintegration, Crime and the Reimposition
of Order in Postwar Western Germany, 1945–9’ in Richard J. Evans (ed.), The German
Underworld. Deviants and Outcasts in German History (London 1988), 238–61, here 239.
57 Hauptamt für Statistik (ed.), Berlin in Zahlen 1947 (Berlin 1949), 158. For comparison: in
1938, 2108 suicides were reported, and in 1946, 1884. Cf. slightly higher numbers for August to
December 1945 in the files of the Berlin Police President, LAB, C. Rep. 303–09, No. 1616, Bl. 20,
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We shall now turn to the files of the General State Prosecutor in Berlin,
which survived the war.59 The Berlin General State Prosecutor and the criminal
police, who compiled these reports to obtain permission for the burial of the
suicides from the General State Prosecutor, were hardly politically neutral.
One might have expected the police not to mention the fear and hopelessness
of suicides in these reports to avoid being defeatist; or, quite the reverse, that
they would mention suicides precisely out of fear of the Russians in order to
confirm what nazi propaganda had prophesied. The criminal police did not
have much time for investigating cases of suicide towards the end of the war,

Goeschel: Suicide at the End of the Third Reich 163

59 LAB, A. Rep. 358–02, Generalstaatsanwalt bei dem Landgericht.
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not least since many policemen had been drafted into the SS or the
Volkssturm.60 But against the background of the continuous bombing of
Berlin, with violent death an everyday occurrence, it is surprising that the
criminal police had any time at all to investigate suicides. These fascinating
files, when read critically, allow a closer look at how contemporaries perceived
suicide, not least because the police often interrogated relatives. In many cases,
as these files show, people committed suicide because they were unable to see
a future after the imminent defeat, and because they did not think that they
would survive the end of the Third Reich. 

One of the most immediate problems Germans had to face at that time was
the great uncertainty concerning the whereabouts of their families. Suicide was
prevalent especially among those who had fled the Germany’s eastern territo-
ries from the Red Army or had had to leave their families behind. Leading civil
servants and party members, such as the head of department in the Reich
Ministry of Propaganda, Dr Rudolf S., resorted to suicide, as the criminal
police reported after they found him shot dead in his office in Goebbels’
Ministry on 22 April 1945: ‘All circumstances suggest that S. did the deed
himself. . . . The present, general conditions and fear for his family have to be
assumed to have been the factors motivating him. S. did not know what 
happened to his family, but it is likely that they fell into enemy hands.’61 But
the police did not mention another, perhaps more important, motive for his
suicide, namely his fear of being held accountable by the Allies. 

In another case, Hanna von B. poisoned her eight-year-old daughter and
then swallowed an overdose of sleeping pills in February 1945 in the upper-
middle-class suburb of Lichterfelde. Her husband, a captain in the Wehrmacht,
testified: ‘The news that the Russians had reached the Oder depressed my wife
greatly. She feared that she and her child would fall into Russian hands. She
told me often that she would end her life before that happened.’62 Richard
Bessel has rightly suggested that an act of suicide always raises the question of
what the relationship was between a suicide and those left behind. Rather
intriguingly, he argues that suicide in 1945 ‘was not only a consequence of 
fear and despair, but also of anger and hatred’, and that these two emotions
reflected the psychological breakdown of German society.63 But this point is
hard to verify, as the case of Hanna von B. suggests. In her suicide note, she
expressed her love towards her husband, but did not express any feelings of
anger or hatred towards him: ‘My dear good one, dad . . . We won’t change
plans any more, daddy, and my only wish is to put this plan into practice very
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calmly for Peterl’s [her daughter’s] sake. We very much love you.’64 Although it
is not clearly stated in the sources, Hanna probably felt that her husband was
unable to protect their daughter and herself from the invading Russians. The
available evidence does not tell us exactly why someone committed suicide. It is
more helpful, therefore, to take the very personal and subjective representa-
tions of suicide seriously. In the present sources, there are no expressions of
hatred or aggression of the suicides towards those left behind, and the reactions
of family members to acts of suicide are not mentioned in detail, perhaps
because the police did not have much time to investigate in the chaotic environ-
ment of the last months of the war and because relatives of suicides did not
reveal all information to the police. Nevertheless, it is useful to take into
account people’s reactions to suicides. This prompts the question of what the
long-term effects were of the suicide epidemic, a question to which we will
return.

The SS officer Alwin V., together with his wife Ella, committed suicide out of
hopelessness regarding the fate of his family on 4 February 1945 in the expen-
sive district of Zehlendorf. According to his sister, he had been depressed: ‘My
brother-in-law told me all about the refugee trains and how miserable it was for
him. I assume that he was also thinking of his parents in East Prussia, and that
the same thing would happen to them.’65 As with Hanna von B., Alwin prob-
ably felt totally unable to help his parents, and this feeling of powerlessness
prompted him to die together with his wife. In Potsdam, the 73-year-old widow
Ida K. gassed herself in her kitchen on 8 February 1945. The police com-
mented: ‘Reason: Fear of the Russian invasion.’66 On 25 March the double 
suicide of the 37-year-old carpenter Erich A. and his 35-year-old wife
Margarete was reported in Potsdam. According to the police, the Ks had 
written in a joint suicide note: ‘. . . life did not have a point. Reason: the current
situation.’67 Similar cases can be found in the reports of local police stations in
the countryside around Berlin and Potsdam. For example, on 1 April 1945, the
53-year-old tailor Frieda B. was found dead in Wittenberg after poisoning 
herself. The police stated laconically that her suicide had been prompted by
‘melancholia, due to the current situation’.68 What is striking about these 
suicide notes is that they all mention topoi like ‘the Russians’, ‘the current 
situation’ or ‘the war’, with no further explanation. That they did not clarify
the reason for their suicide further suggests that they believed that their 
relatives would know why. Even if nazi propaganda was not to blame for the
suicides, then, it had created a common language and set of identifications for
the mass of Germans who were living this war experience.
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But what about the areas that had already been occupied by the Soviets in
early 1945? Plenty of eyewitness accounts are available in the rather tenden-
tious edition of ‘Documents on the expulsion of Germans from the East’ which
a team of historians around Theodor Schieder edited under the aegis of the
Federal Ministry for the Expelled in the early 1950s.69 While in some cases 
the degree of German suffering and victimhood is greatly exaggerated, to the
extent that there is no mention of the nazi persecution of Jews and other
minorities, it would be wrong to dismiss these sources, which, after all, do 
not record the deep-rooted motivations for acts of suicide, but rather their
subjective perception by eyewitnesses. 

A female clerk of the city council of Schönlanke in Pomerania, for example,
claimed that during the approach of the Red Army in February 1945, the 
following happened: ‘Out of fear of these animals from the east, many
Schönlankers ended their lives (around 500 of them!). Whole families were
wiped out that way.’70 And a pastor from Schivelbein, a village in Pomerania,
reported the following about the arrival of the Red Army in March 1945 (note
the shock with which he registers the disregarding of the religious ban on 
suicide by his congregation): ‘After a short time we heard what sorts of
tragedies were played out in just a few short nights. Whole, good, churchgoing
families took their lives — drowned themselves, hanged themselves, slit their
wrists, or allowed themselves to be burned up along with their homes.’71 In
Demmin, a town in Lower Pomerania, some 700–1000 people are said to have
committed suicide directly after the arrival of the Red Army. (Only around
15,000 people were living there in 1933, but with the arrival of refugees from
further east, there were many more inhabitants in 1945.72) 

Since primary source material on the expulsion and escape of Germans,
other than eyewitness accounts, is difficult to obtain, it is useful to consult
West German State Archives, particularly in areas which had admitted many
refugees from the East. In Darmstadt, the local court was heavily occupied in
issuing death certificates for those who had committed suicide while fleeing
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the Red Army in the winter of 1945.73 At this stage, often facing financial
problems and unable to remarry while their partners were officially still alive,
many refugees applied to the courts for help. Furthermore, they wanted to
know definitely that their relatives were dead because this made it easier for
them to come to terms with their own past.74 In one case, the owner of a drug-
store, Kurt P., originally from Hammer in Pomerania, where there was a very
high suicide rate towards the end of the war, received the help he wanted. On
21 October 1954 the Amtsgericht Darmstadt certified the death of his wife
who had ‘died during the Russian invasion, probably through suicide.’75 In a
similar and even more tragic case, the 37-year-old farmer Franz Karl H., from
Zorndorf near Königsberg, applied in July 1946 to the local court in the near-
by district town of Dieburg for a death certificate for his daughter and two
grandchildren. In his testimony, he declared how the ‘Russians’ had invaded
their village on 12 February 1945: ‘As a result of the events taking place then,
our daughter E. became so mentally exhausted that she killed her two daugh-
ters, aged 1½ and 5 years, and then drowned herself.’76 Instances of parents
killing their children before taking their own lives in such a bleak situation
seem to have been quite common at the end of war, the most famous case
being that of Goebbels and his wife who poisoned their children before shoot-
ing themselves. In her final letter to her son, which she wrote to him from
Hitler’s bunker on 28 April 1945, Magda Goebbels announced her suicide and
the murder of her children: 

The world that will come after the Führer and National Socialism will not be worth living in,
and therefore I have taken my children away. They are too dear to endure what is coming
next, and a merciful God will understand my intentions in delivering them from it. We have
now only one aim: loyalty unto death to the Führer. That we can end our lives with him is a
mercy of fate that we never dared to hope for.77

Suicide, in combination with killing one’s family, implies a very high degree of
hopelessness and identification with nazi propaganda concerning the cruelty
of ‘the Russians’. Fathers and, in some cases, as we have seen, mothers, killing
their children before taking their own lives, did not see a future for themselves.
In a long-term perspective, the fact that mothers killed their children, before
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taking their own lives, in a sense transformed the role of German men, since
they had proved unable to protect their wives.78

Perhaps the most difficult suicides to explain are the Jewish suicides at the
end of the war. The repressive mechanisms of the nazi regime were still
enforced, perhaps more radically than before, right up until the German sur-
render.79 Some Berlin Jews killed themselves in 1945, since they were unable to
endure the racist policies of the nazi regime any longer. While these suicides do
not shed much light on the suicide epidemic, they are a crucial aspect of suicide
in 1945, and cannot be left out. But only very few Jews were left in Berlin,
which had had the single biggest Jewish community in Germany.80 Many were
married to non-Jews and therefore managed, with great difficulty, to evade
deportation. During the main deportations between 1941 and 1943 especially,
there had been an upsurge in suicides among German Jews.81 On 6 January
1945, for example, the criminal police in Hermsdorf, a quiet suburb in North
Berlin, reported the suicide of Judge Heinrich P. and his partner Charlotte A.,
who was, according to the Nuremberg laws, half-Jewish. A. initially survived,
but later died in hospital. The suicide note, which they had written together
and left for the attention of the police, reveals their refusal to accept the anti-
semitic policies of the regime: ‘To police investigators! Since we were pre-
vented from living together, we have decided to die together. Please do not
give any trouble to our housekeeper, F.L., who was loyal to us for many years.
She has had nothing to do with our deaths.’82

In another, equally tragic, case, the 69-year-old widow Natalie G., who was
Jewish according to the Nuremberg laws, took an overdose of sleeping pills on
11 March 1945, since her non-Jewish husband had died a few days previous,
which meant that she was now facing deportation. She left a suicide note: 

My last will and testament. I . . .have decided that because my beloved husband is gone, I,
too, will leave this life voluntarily. It is my wish that we be buried together . . . and that this
wish be granted. I am so weary of life and have been through so much that I cannot dissuade
myself from this course. I am now the third victim in my family. Kind regards to all of my
neighbours.83

But the repressive policies of the nazi regime prompted not only Jews to 
commit suicide. For example, the 25-year-old Soviet citizen Maria T., a forced
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labourer, drowned herself in a lake near Berlin in March 1945. The criminal
police stated that after her escape from a foreign workers’ camp, she had been
afraid of being punished, which those days almost certainly meant death, in
the wake of the nazi attempt to kill as many opponents and suspects as possi-
ble.84 The 25-year-old Annemarie E. was found gassed in her mother’s kitchen
in Karlshorst, an eastern suburb of Berlin, on 18 February 1945. She had just
been sacked from her job as a typist in the county office of Niederbarnim near
Berlin for making a defeatist remark. Since the Gestapo had started an investi-
gation, which would probably have meant her death, she preferred to die by
her own hand.85

So far we have only discussed evidence of suicides in the eastern regions of
Germany. Were there not any suicides in the western parts? Similar evidence
of mass suicides in western areas of Germany has not been discovered, and
there does not seem to have been a comparable suicide epidemic. This suggests
that fear of the Soviets and the violent behaviour of the Red Army really made
a difference to Germans. Apart from Henke’s finding that Upper Bavarian dis-
tricts had a suicide rate in April and May 1945 that was on average ten times
higher than in previous years, little research has been done on suicides in the
western areas of Germany in 1945.86

An article written by two West German suicidologists in 1949 analysing the
trend of the suicide rate in northern Baden and Bremen noted a sharp increase
in the suicide rate in 1945, but levels were still lower than they had been in
1939, which the authors explained by referring to an inuring of the Germans
to war and violence, since ‘the German Volk had been through a lot recently’
and ‘Germans had over the course of the last half decade become used to bad
luck and setbacks’.87 In Frankfurt am Main, a largely Protestant city, there
were fewer suicides per 100,000 people after the surrender of the city in
March 1945 than during the war, which seems to contradict Durkheim’s claim
that there are fewer suicides during war than in peacetime.88 However, what
mattered to contemporaries was not so much the precise statistical breakdown
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of suicides, but rather the perception of living through hard times, which in the
popular view inevitably triggered high suicide rates, an association that had
already dominated suicide discourses in the Weimar Republic, not to mention
in newspapers in Imperial Germany.89 In Bonn, despite being a predominantly
Catholic town with a relatively low suicide level,90 the suicide rate rocketed
after the end of the war, as a dissertation from 1956 revealed. While only 6 in
100,000 people had killed themselves after the battle of Stalingrad, 20 did so
in 1945.91 Nevertheless, the huge discrepancy in suicide levels between Berlin
and Hamburg, as we have seen, suggests that fear of the Red Army was more
important as a suicide motive than the impact of nazi propaganda or the moral
breakdown of German society. 

But what about West German regions? An area with a social and confes-
sional structure similar to that of the Brandenburg region is the largely
Protestant Friedberg district in Hesse, which was occupied by American troops
in March 1945. In Södel, a small village, the 68-year-old businessman
Hermann V. was found hanged in his garden on 19 March 1945. He left a
farewell letter to his wife and children saying: ‘I am really very sorry to leave
you, but you should not think badly of me, the war made me do it.’92 Not far
away, in Friedberg, a man aged 35 hanged himself out of depression on 4
February 1945, according to a report by the local constabulary. His wife then
killed her two young children before cutting her wrists.93 While there is 
considerably less evidence of suicides in this area than in the countryside 
surrounding Berlin, the two cases from the Friedberg area intimate that at least
some Germans living in the West also thought that life was not worth living
after the end of war. The ‘actions of terror of invading Red Army soldiers’,94

therefore, were by no means the only motivation for suicide in 1945. Many
Germans felt the absence of the prospect of a future life, as though that life
would be insupportable after the destruction of the nazi regime. 

Rather than lumping all suicides in 1945 together, then, this article has 
suggested that it makes sense to differentiate between three broadly different
motivations for suicide. 

First, the nazi attempt at self-glorification; second, the fear of what would
follow the war and third, the reaction to the expulsion and crimes committed
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by members of the Red Army. It makes sense to bear in mind three over-
lapping phases of the suicide epidemic: the first began in the eastern territories
of Germany as early as January 1945 when the Red Army had already begun
or was about to begin to occupy East Prussia and Silesia; the second occurred
around April/May 1945 when leading nazis took their lives, and the third took
place after the arrival of the Allies. Nevertheless, while suicides had different
individual motives, the sheer magnitude of the suicide wave suggests that
many Germans seem to have had some common motivations for killing them-
selves. The suicide epidemic certainly sheds light on the collective emotions of
fear and anxiety towards the end of the war as well as on the extent to which
German society as a whole had developed an ideological commitment to the
nazis, given that so many of them followed or even anticipated the exhorta-
tions of nazi leaders never to surrender but rather to die by their own hand.
But it would be far too simplistic, as some eyewitnesses such as Kardorff,
Findahl and Boveri did in a reductive fashion that was typical of the views on
nazi Germany prevalent in the 1940s and 1950s, merely to blame nazi propa-
ganda or the nazification of German society for causing the suicide epidemic. 

From this point of view, Hannah Arendt’s first article to be published in
Germany after the end of war, namely her essay on ‘Organized Guilt’, which she
had already written in November 1944, appears somewhat one-dimensional. In
this essay, she discusses the hypothesis of German collective guilt and asks how
mass murder could have happened. She prophesies that those responsible for
war crimes and mass killings would in fact be murderers ‘who would not go the
way of rebellion, but of suicide — just as many have gone already in Germany,
where there is apparently one suicide wave after another’.95 Arendt’s expecta-
tions were realized, although it is important to bear in mind, with the hindsight
of the historian who has more evidence available to him than contemporary
observers, that it was not only those responsible for the Holocaust who com-
mitted suicide.

In a similar vein, a moral condemnation of suicides was common in the
direct aftermath of the war. For instance, the Catholic psychiatrist Erich
Menninger-Lerchenthal complained about ‘the organized mass suicide on a
large scale which had previously not occurred in the history of Europe’. He
declared that ‘there are suicides which do not have anything to do with mental
illness or some moral and intellectual deviance, but predominantly with the
continuity of a heavy political defeat and the fear of being held responsible’.96

The Protestant August Knorr went further than that and blamed ‘the Russians’
for the increase in the suicide rate. He insisted that the suicides were directly
caused by paganism and by the secular views of the nazis. He evoked Goethe
to demand an end to suicide as such: ‘Will the bells of Easter Morning prevent
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the “Faustian man” from taking the bowl of poison?’97 And Reinhold
Schneider, an influential Catholic writer, insisted in 1947 that suicide was just
murder, and that ‘suicide is the certain symbol of the confusion of all order,
and it means sin and outrage’.98

But taking a moral point of view does not contribute to a better under-
standing of the suicides and assuming that the Germans were overwhelmingly
convinced nazis until the bitter end, and therefore followed their leaders into
the suicidal abyss, does not help either, if only because civilian suicides pre-
dated the suicides of the leading nazis. Suicide in 1945 was not just about
showing support for, or identification with, the regime and its leaders. It
resulted in many cases from a combination of many different motives, includ-
ing nervousness and depression in the chaotic and destructive milieu of
bombed-out cities and war-torn countryside, where survival often seemed
difficult in the extreme. Needless to say, the behaviour of Red Army soldiers
should not be underestimated, in reality as well as in the lurid warnings of nazi
propaganda. Women in particular resorted to suicide in order to avoid being
raped. The belief that the Red Army posed a threat to life even led to many sui-
cides among convinced Christians. Durkheim’s concept of the anomic suicide,
then, seems aptly to illustrate the reality of self-destruction in 1945. Despite
the heavy attacks on Durkheim’s concept, which deals exclusively with
abstract statistics at the expense of individual motivations for suicide, in 1945
there clearly seemed to many contemporaries to be a complete breakdown 
of norms and values.99 Crucially, however, the anomie of 1945 cannot be
attributed solely to a breakdown of the political system. Many who committed
suicide did not perceive suicide, politics, war and everyday life as unconnected,
but as elements that merged during a very difficult time, when life seemed
wholly deprived of any future perspective. It is perhaps this wave of suicides, a
highly individual phenomenon that sheds light on wider trends and mentali-
ties, which illustrates very clearly the violent breakdown of German society in
1945 that included the collapse of moral, psychological and religious norms
and values.100 For the mass of Germans, life had been restructured to promote
an eventually suicidal war campaign, and when this failed, the prohibition on
suicide was lifted, and killing oneself became culturally and socially acceptable
in a culture of suicide in defeat.101 The lack of hope in the future was felt by the
German people in general, and found expression in the common fears and
common language they used to describe them. With each suicide having a pro-
found impact on friends, families and relatives, they all had to come to terms
with their losses on a very personal and emotional level. Since the suicide epi-
demic mainly occurred in East Germany, it is reasonable to speculate that the
emotional and psychological burden on those in the East was much greater
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and drastic than on those in West Germany. This is why the history of postwar
Germany, and what historians have identified as ‘the return to normality’ in
the 1950s,102 can be better understood through a study of suicide at the end of
the Third Reich.
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