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Introduction

In 1987 the Walter Kempowski Archive in Berlin published its first call in 
German newspapers for biographical or autobiographical materials from the 

twentieth century. Kempowski was a novelist, literary critic, and avid collector 
who had amassed a substantial archive from literary and musical figures. His 
turn to ordinary people’s papers was possible only after the end of the Cold 
War as East-West tensions relaxed and Germans could revisit the past that had 
been suppressed to a large extent by that global conflict as well as their own re-
luctance or inability to look at that past. In 1991, Luise Traubmann submitted 
materials written by her mother, Vera Conrad, to Kempowski’s archive. On the 
submission form Luise wrote, “I am happy that you are interested in my moth-
er’s written work. I believe that the women of her generation lived and worked 
through so much that must not be forgotten. Above all, I admire that she never 
gave up and tried to make the best of every situation.”1 Luise’s admiration of her 
mother is representative of a broader German memory tradition regarding the 
war that emphasizes “women standing alone” while rebuilding their families 
and society.2 This narrative, grounded in the reality of millions of men dead or 
missing, heroizes women as stalwart victims of war. This study seeks in part to 
demythologize German women, who in fact exhibited admirable emotions like 
commitment, determination, and love, but also more disturbing mindsets such 
as prejudice, resentment, and blind privilege. In thoroughly exploring the full 
range of Vera Conrad’s emotional landscape, I hope to enrich our understand-
ing of women’s subjective stances and the external constraints upon them.

Vera Conrad’s story is shared in important ways by millions of German 
women who grappled with accommodating themselves to the emotional ex-
pectations and norms of Nazi society while suffering intense personal loss.3 
Vera Conrad lived in rural central Germany and got married shortly before the 
war broke out. Vera was a woman who had a broad formal and practical edu-
cation and married into a well-to-do landowning family. She joined the Nazi 
Party and participated in Nazi organizations, including the League of German 
Girls (Bund Deutscher Mädel, or BDM), and she later held a minor administra-
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2  1  This Horrible Uncertainty

tive position as a district farmer. She became an avid and active writer: in her 
husband’s stead she recorded events in the church register as the patron of the 
local Lutheran church, and she wrote memoirs and guidebooks to the beach 
forest on the Baltic where she later led walking tours. Her political, social, and 
cultural sensibilities likely reflected those of a majority of German women, par-
ticularly those who did not live in large, cosmopolitan cities like Berlin. This 
story—about an individual woman—illuminates an era for women that is not 
well understood in the classroom, and this book is intended as an entry point 
for readers (students in particular) to explore the complexity of women’s emo-
tional, political, and social experiences under a repressive regime at war. 

This book is about the missing, and about the rupture in everyday life the 
absence of the missing makes for those left behind. Political scientist Jenny 
Edkins observes, “When someone goes missing the threads that connect our 
stories and our lives are strained, even broken.”4 This waiting for information 
was a special kind of suffering shared by approximately 4.4 million German 
women during and after World War II.5 Like many of them, Vera became the 
head of the household and, as her children told me, “both mother and father.”6 

In 1939, when Vera was expecting her first child, her mother-in-law gave 
her a small, blank clothbound book as a second wedding anniversary gift to 
serve as a baby book. This book, which became her wartime diary, illuminates 
the cares and concerns of an ordinary German woman during World War II. 
On the opening page Vera wrote, “I hope I can write down a lot of good and 
happy memories.”7 At first, she wrote in the baby book to her unborn child, 
establishing a family history, later adding memories of the infant’s first months 
of life.8 Her audience was her own son, years if not decades in the future, when 
he would be able to read and appreciate her chronicle, or his origin story. The 
purpose and focus of the “little book” changed, however, when her husband, 
Joachim, disappeared on the Eastern Front in 1943. She hoped to record her 
experiences for Joachim to read upon his return. As his absence grew longer, the 
therapeutic value of the diary became more pronounced, and the diary devel-
oped into a place to reflect on her relationship with Joachim as Vera mourned 
his likely death. Nostalgia and recollection established a narrative of their re-
lationship, which played out largely against a backdrop of total war. Not only 
did Vera struggle with grief; she also wanted to offer something symbolically to 
Joachim. In keeping such a diary, she rehearsed her own memories and trans-
mitted them to her children.9 

Her diary did an important part of that emotional work: it came to embody 
Vera’s ongoing relationship with her missing husband, Joachim. Through its 
dynamic relationship with the author, the diary formed a circuit as she enacted 
her emotions in it, saw their evidence, and had them reanimated by the book 
as a reminder of them. In order to tell this story, I have consulted the work of 
historians, psychologists, and scholars of emotions and trauma to bring context 
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to the Conrads’ experiences. Additionally, I met and interviewed both of Ve-
ra’s children. Her son, Joachim Jr., graciously opened his home, the farmhouse 
where the diary was written, and allowed me access to the original diary and 
other personal papers. 

Women and National Socialism

The topic of women and National Socialism is a complex and much contested 
one. Until the 1970s, very little scholarly attention was paid to the topic. Then 
an argument developed that women’s votes had been the decisive ones in allow-
ing Nazis access to the Reichstag. This was followed by examinations of wom-
en’s experiences as victims of the regime. While I do not want to engage with 
that debate here, the argument about agency does underline women’s centrality 
to National Socialism.10 Some assert that ignoring women’s participation in 
Nazism allowed scholars and the German people to avoid confronting ordinary 
people’s involvement with the Nazi state and its murderous policies. Examining 
such involvement would undermine popular myths about the victimization of 
Germans generally and women specifically.11 Beginning in the 1990s, not only 
were women objects of inquiry, but gender analysis was also brought to bear 
on the Nazi system, yielding valuable insights about the role of masculinity in 
maintaining and exercising power, for example.12

National Socialism was an authoritarian, patriarchal system that granted 
political power, status, and privilege to men and afforded women “protection” 
in return. Nonetheless, within such a misogynistic system, women could still 
exercise agency, especially when they were able to leverage racial privilege to 
their benefit.13 In their shared rejection of many concepts, stances, and emo-
tions that have traditionally been gendered feminine, such as fear, empathy, and 
sadness, women could enjoy a politics of cultural superiority, especially conser-
vative women like Vera Conrad.14 While Nazism did not see men and women 
as equals in the sense that their roles were interchangeable, it did place value on 
women’s domestic activities and especially on reproduction. 

The idea of the Volksgemeinschaft, the people’s community, was founded on 
the notion of complementary spheres of activity for men and women. It has 
recently gained attention as a way to approach women’s history in a more nu-
anced way by avoiding the simple binary of victim/perpetrator. It also invites 
an approach to gender as a relational dynamic between masculinity and femi-
ninity.15 As members of the racially exclusive Volksgemeinschaft, women could 
serve as “fanatical fellow-combatants” to men as housewives, mothers, and 
nurses, as Hitler said to a Nazi women’s group in 1934.16 Training manuals and 
instructions for male Nazis encouraged them to see and treat women as com-
rades; women, too, shouldered patriotic duties.17 Indeed, fully 33 percent of 
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German women were involved in Nazi organizations, and they joined the party 
in increasing numbers throughout the twelve years the National Socialists held 
power.18 Wendy Lower’s work on women in the East draws attention to the 
opportunities National Socialism offered to women despite its patriarchal ide-
ology. For young, ambitious women of Vera’s generation, National Socialism 
provided a chance to belong to a group that provided leadership positions, the 
chance of escape from families and hometowns, and the opportunity to gain 
official titles and positions. While Vera was not a professional woman like the 
physicians or administrators studied by other scholars,19 her work as a land-
owning farmer did give her a professional status and bureaucratic position as 
a district farmer under a National Socialist administration, a position that be-
came increasingly important as the war continued and men were drafted for 
the front. 

An aspect of Vera’s story that contributes to deepening our understanding 
of women in National Socialism is related to her rural situation and identity. 
Nineteenth-century bourgeois ideas about the distinction between the private 
and public spheres did not hold as much sway in a rural setting.20 In fact, the 
countryside was a site of resistance to change: paradoxically, men and women 
worked more cooperatively together than in many “modern” contexts where 
women stayed home and men went to work. Even before the emergence of 
National Socialist ideas about the Volksgemeinschaft, cooperation and collab-
oration between the genders were already embedded in rural life. Men and 
women provided mutual and complementary labor support, shared financial 
decisions, and saw themselves as teams. Vera, then, did not have to create a 
place of production for herself in the way that new middle-class professional 
women did. Apprentices and farmhands extended the “family” beyond kin, and 
in tiny villages such as Vera’s, “privacy” was likely difficult to conceptualize. 
Unlike the subjects of Christian Meyer’s investigation into the private sphere 
from 1933–39, Vera Conrad did not use terms like “public” or “private” in her 
diary.21 Vera’s story cuts across private and public, “masculine” and “feminine,” 
as it narrates her experiences with childrearing, vulnerable emotions, gender 
expectations, household management, serving as the head of the household, 
and interacting with state officials and ideologies.

While other scholars seek to understand women’s “social history of experi-
ences,”22 their focus remains fairly centered on the public sphere, in particular 
on women’s paid labor. Examining policy debates, discursive texts, or wom-
en’s testimonies about their professions does not tell the entire picture; nor do 
men’s and women’s activities in the public sphere—what happens in kitchens 
and bedrooms is also very important if less visible or dramatic.23 Scholars are 
also coming to recognize that under authoritarian regimes, private life assumed 
“its most political power and personal value.”24 My study integrates public and 
private, illuminating the emotional and psychological bedrock of choices and 
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options. In doing so, my project shows the mutual dependencies and relational 
dynamics between those gendered spheres as Vera attempted to navigate her 
experiences, drawing on cultural and emotional scripts to do so. 

The Importance of Emotions

The bourgeois gendered spheres of public and private also had corresponding 
emotions associated with them. Attending to this fact is a central focus of my 
work; unlike much other scholarship on women and war, my approach stays 
close to Vera’s subjective experience as related through her emotional expres-
sions. In doing so, I am heeding sociologist Jeffrey Alexander’s call for schol-
ars to work across social scientific and psychotherapeutic disciplines to gain 
greater understanding of how people create meaning and translate their values 
into action (or inaction). He observes, “Culture is patterned emotion. Emotion 
is culture experienced.”25 Thinking about Alexander’s claim provides another 
way to think about German society during World War II. The seemingly un-
thinkable and absolutely horrific acts undertaken and tacitly supported can be 
more fully understood when we use emotions as a heuristic lens. 

In the mid-twentieth century, historians began to reflect on the centrality 
of emotions to human experience as well as their historicity. French historians 
started to investigate everyday life, in particular what they called mentalités, that 
is, mindsets or worldviews. Focusing on medieval history, they demonstrated 
that people then had significantly different emotional valences from modern 
ones, which, if captured, really brought the past and its foreignness to life.26 A 
generation later, historians and anthropologists continued this work.27 Using 
Freud’s concepts about the psyche, Peter Gay and other historians applied psy-
choanalytic models to groups in history (like the nineteenth-century European 
bourgeoisie or the German Nazis).28 While these theories provided fresh in-
sights, historians largely rejected the approach because Freudian psychology is 
grounded in a very specific historical context, early twentieth-century Vienna, 
yet makes universalizing claims about human nature. Applying such theories to 
individuals in the past was very problematic. 

This historicist rejection of universalizing claims about humans and emo-
tions also was brought to bear on the field of psychology in general. Other so-
cial scientists, such as anthropologists, however, took on the idea that emotions 
are culturally constructed. That is, they vary across time and space in different 
human societies. Normalized expressions of emotion in Western countries, 
these anthropologists argued, were simply that: expressions grounded in a par-
ticular time and place that could not be generalized to all humans.29 

In the early 2000s, “emotions studies” came into being as an academic disci-
pline.30 Historian William Reddy sought to integrate the two poles—the uni-
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versalist and the constructivist—in his 2001 work The Navigation of Feeling. 
Reddy argued for the social constructedness of emotions as performative acts. 
He brought the universal human experience of having an emotion together 
with its particular cultural form and coined the term “emotive.”31 Culture and 
humans’ emotional nature created a circuit, each influencing the other. As 
these feedback loops continue, emotional norms develop—prescriptions about 
which emotions to express and how—in order to adhere to cultural norms, and 
thus to be accepted, to preserve status and respect, and so forth. These “emo-
tional regimes” teach people emotional codes from very early life, often through 
the family, and are internalized as natural.32 

The idea that culture shapes emotional experience and expression has been 
fruitful for historians, who have developed two important approaches to un-
derstanding how emotions work. Some focus on the vocabulary used to express 
and explain emotions, taking a textual, discursive approach.33 How emotion 
words came into use, changed meaning, and disappeared is valuable informa-
tion about an era’s emotional style.34 

Others focus on the bodily experience and practice, the physicality and 
habitual characteristics of emotions. In practice theory as articulated by Mo-
nique Scheer, the subject is in part defined by the body, since all activities of 
the body—eating, drinking, working, sleeping, grooming—express social 
and political embeddedness. Emotions themselves can be viewed as a practi-
cal engagement with the world, a form of communication, that emerges from 
bodily dispositions that have themselves been shaped by cultural context.35 The 
body is both actor and instrument. Through habituated processes, the body’s 
memory contributes to consciousness and subjectivity.36 Others, building on 
feminist scholar Judith Butler’s work on gender, see emotions as performative 
activities.37 We cannot really know how another person is feeling, and we signal 
feelings to each other, not only through our words (“I’m feeling sad”) but also 
our actions and expressions. These practices may in fact reinforce the emo-
tional experience into a closed feedback loop: signaling to another person may 
in fact create the emotion. “Performative” does not mean inauthentic, neces-
sarily, simply that we communicate our emotional states to others, sometimes 
consciously, other times unconsciously. Perhaps gestures and physical expres-
sions can serve as a shorthand, making words unnecessary. However, we cannot 
really assume we know what another is feeling from such signals; interpretation 
is always required.38 

I would like to suggest that bodily sensations that are interpreted, given 
meaning, and become emotions—and the words we use to think about them—
are interconnected as parts of a process. Words, then, are “but a small part of 
this [meaning] making . . . Meaning, matter and language arise from their  
intra-activity. Matter ‘kicks back’ against language, constraining its meanings, 
as much as language constrains matter.”39 In other words, humans have bodies 
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that deliver sensory information, that is, “kick back.” What we make of that 
information—does an ache in the chest mean a heart attack, acid reflux, anxi-
ety, grief (i.e., “heartbreak”)?—is produced by an “intra-active” process between 
body and culture (words), in a mutually determining and interdependent way. 

The current neuroscientific thinking about emotions is this: all humans (and 
some animals) experience emotions.40 In fact, emotions are an important tool 
that humans use to help interpret incoming sensory information, and to make 
meaning of our experiences. Emotions are part of our moral, interpretive, and 
cognitive frameworks; we use emotions to help make sense of the world, and in 
so doing, to adapt to our environments.41 However, humans express, interpret, 
and name emotions differently as shaped by their cultures and societies. 

The centrality of emotions to social life was recognized by National So-
cialists; in fact, Germans’ moods and emotional expressions were of vital im-
portance to the regime.42 The National Socialists ascribed emotions a central 
role in building a sense of racial community; they therefore also sought to 
“thwart, or at least to control, emotions that would derail their efforts.”43 The 
party aimed for a “revolution of feeling,” as historian Nicholas Stargardt ob-
serves.44 Seeking to forge a single “emotional communit[y],” in which people’s 
emotions and their expression were aligned to support the regime, the Nazis 
created a street theater of marching boots and uniforms, parades, flags, and 
rallies.45 They organized society into youth and charity groups while coopt-
ing most major social organizations outside the churches. Members of these 
groups often wore uniforms that gave them an identity and their absence easily 
identified outsiders. The local theater performances, athletic events, and afford-
able vacations sponsored by the regime further knit the population together. 
Whether one truly supported the Nazi program or not, one needed to appear 
to fit in by participating. Singing folk songs, waving flags, and using the Hitler 
salute all were physical gestures and activities that signaled belonging to the 
Volksgemeinschaft and support of the regime. In exchange for this vocal, perfor-
mative support, the regime assured “Aryan” Germans that they would benefit 
from a racially pure, classless society in which political, religious, regional, and 
economic divisions were transcended.

This intense and conscious focus on building an emotional regime was born 
from traumatic events in earlier German history, namely, the defeat in World 
War I. Historian and psychoanalyst Thomas Kohut observes that many Ger-
mans of Joachim and Vera Conrad’s generation learned to “suppress feelings, 
escape painful reality in idealized fantasy, substitute activity for introspection, 
and to value emotional hardness over vulnerability” in their young adulthoods 
in the aftermath of the war.46 These protective measures that shielded against 
feelings of despair and vulnerability were readily adopted by the Nazis as not 
only protective but preventative; continuing to enact these emotional stances, 
they believed, would prevent any future defeats. 
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8  1  This Horrible Uncertainty

The regime’s emotional demands on the population were not limited to the 
enthusiastic support exhibited in parades and rallies. They also expected a new 
kind of emotional discipline. Again, borrowing to an extent from experiences in 
World War I, the Nazis nurtured a cult of the fallen soldier. Battlefield deaths 
were celebrated as “heroic deaths,” or sacrifices for the Fatherland, and bereaved 
mourners needed to exhibit pride in the bravery and willingness to sacrifice of 
their loved one.47 This cult was also related to the primary emotional virtue for 
the Nazis: “hardness.”48 Hardness was allegedly the clear-eyed, rational vision 
of the world in which some people belonged to a superior race and many others 
were undeserving of life because of inherent racial flaws. This hardness was 
founded on a feeling of disgust cultivated by the regime through dehumanizing 
their alleged racial enemies.49 To feel compassion or sympathy for such crea-
tures was actually wrongheaded in that everyone would be better off if they 
ceased to exist. Thus, particularly for soldiers, “hardness” meant being willing 
to perform acts that might be distasteful but were thought necessary for Ger-
man racial health. Drawing heavily on his flawed understanding of Nietzsche’s 
“superman” concept, Hitler saw Christian values such as compassion, turning 
the other cheek, and loving one’s enemies as weaknesses that threatened the 
German race. 

This emotional prescription carried with it an ethical one. Claudia Koonz’s 
book The Nazi Conscience explored the bounds of caring in Nazi Germany. She 
observes, “the universe of moral obligation, far from being universal, is bounded 
by community.”50 In privileging “Aryan” ethnicity, the National Socialists cre-
ated a “sphere of care” in which all “pure” Germans were to have access to re-
sources, social belonging and status, and full membership in the community; 
race increasingly was the lens through which Germans viewed and made sense 
of the world.51 It was the one aspect of identity that dominated all others. Over 
the course of the 1930s, Germans were gradually conditioned to exclude Oth-
ers, primarily Jews, but also disabled people, Communists, and nonconformists 
like homosexuals, the unemployed, and addicts. Koonz observes, “the emerging 
solidarity did not so much render victims’ suffering invisible as make them mar-
ginal to the larger purpose of an ethnic renaissance.”52 Vera Conrad’s emotional 
world was constituted in part by these constraints, which played out in her 
choices and, indeed, in her focus on her own suffering.

Reading women’s ego documents and reflecting on how they conveyed and 
expressed their experiences led me to a set of questions. How did the Nazis’ 
emotional prescriptions sit with the violence, uncertainty, death, and grief that 
most if not all Germans experienced? Did women whose husbands were killed 
in these wars find comfort and solace in those official narratives? Or did they 
turn to alternate sources of meaning such as religion? Did they turn against the 
regime that had sent their loved ones to their deaths in war? Did women find 
solidarity with others experiencing loss, even those victimized by the regime? 
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Asking these questions may seem strange or unsettling to students of Ger-
man history. While a focus on perpetrators has been part of historical writing 
since the 1960s, it is only within the last twenty years that scholars have really 
begun to explore the complexity of support for Nazism among Germans. It 
is no longer possible to neatly categorize people as perpetrators or victims, or 
even, as some suggest, “bystanders.” This last concept tried to capture the mass 
of Germans who were not Nazi Party members but who nonetheless benefited 
from the systematic oppression of others.53 This very broad cross section of 
German society, in fact, was absolutely essential to the success of National So-
cialism, which is in part why so much effort was expended to “teach” Germans 
the proper emotional attitudes. It took effort, time, and resources to Nazify 
Germans so that they accepted the benefits that came with the oppression of 
a numerically small minority.54 Early thought about this topic, in which only 
Nazi Party members perpetrated the Holocaust, was politically motivated, and 
it is not particularly helpful now, eighty years on, as we try to understand how 
such atrocities are possible.55 Humans are complex entities with almost un-
limited capacity for social action. Examining that complexity of the influences, 
motivations, and emotions behind human choices, what the Holocaust survi-
vor Primo Levi called the “gray zone,” rather than ironing it out into two simple 
choices, good and evil, is the task of the student of history who wishes to learn 
not only about the past but also about herself.56 

Vera Conrad and her husband Joachim supported the Nazi Party, supported 
the war, and seemed to support the party’s social and economic agendas. Rather 
than calling them “bystanders,” I would like to explore alternative terms. In Ger-
man, the term Mitläufer means “those who walk with” or “accompany.” “Fellow 
travelers” is a fairly common translation of the term into English and shows more 
agency than the passive “bystander.” I would rather say that the Conrads were 
“supporters,” however, because they belonged to National Socialist organizations 
and upheld the regime’s agenda for at least a decade. Aspects of Vera Conrad’s 
point of view will likely make readers uncomfortable, but I challenge us all to ex-
plore the emotional world that Vera Conrad inhabited. For me, that is what his-
torical work is about—trying to understand people in their place and time, with 
their values, assumptions, and blind spots. This awareness and exploration of 
humans’ three-dimensionality can help us come to terms with, which is not to be 
equated with accepting, the thoughts and emotions behind their atrocious acts.57

Life Writing and Narrative

A new focus in historical work has begun to emerge that explores some of 
my questions. Scholars’ heavy emphasis on state policy and the examination of 
academic, social-welfare, and feminist discourses in regard to war widowhood, 
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prevalent in the 1990s and early 2000s, has begun to give way to an examina-
tion of subjective experiences of war.58 Unlike much of this new scholarship 
of subjectivity, my project addresses populations and spheres largely unexam-
ined in the current literature. Most studies of subjectivity during the Nazi years 
trace Germans’ engagement with public matters like the rise of Nazism, its 
integration into German society, and World War II, and they do not system-
atically use gender as a category of analysis to understand those matters.59 The 
contribution my study makes is to broaden examination of experiences to in-
clude the other half of Germans’ lives, the private world where many emotions 
are born and expressed.

In order to learn about how people experienced their lives and made sense 
of them, ego documents, or “life writing,” such as diaries, correspondence, and 
memoirs are invaluable.60 Such texts are cultural products, and they are also 
examples of an emotional practice. Scholars of private life in the 1930s ob-
serve that “writing involved an initial filtering of impressions and views of 
events: in this process, what individuals wrote was shaped by prevalent ide-
ologies and forms of widely accepted knowledge, social customs, conventions 
of writing and visual representation, and the agendas of the party, state, and 
Wehrmacht.”61 Reading a diary such as Vera Conrad’s allows us to see how 
“events and developments were ‘processed’ internally, as well as the diverse 
reasons for people’s responses and their capacity or otherwise for effective 
action.”62 Life writing captures the author’s attitudes, fears, and hopes, and 
the tone of the moment. It reveals the choices people believed they had as well 
as their blind spots. In so doing, it allows for nuanced insight into cultural 
norms of the era. 

Psychologist Paul C. Rosenblatt observes that diaries are excellent sources 
through which to understand grief. In such documents, day-to-day changes in 
moods, perceptions, or thought may be observable, which can aid in charting 
the course of grief. Also, diaries may be more reliable or accurate than other 
kinds of self-reporting, in part because of their immediacy and confidential-
ity.63 While Rosenblatt was trying to describe a “typical” grief process, he was 
aware of cultural differences as well as temporal ones. To his observations I 
would add that diaries can also reveal the emotional styles of individual authors 
as well as those of their milieux.

However, working with such sources also presents difficulties for the histo-
rian. Diaries and letters are rarely intended for posterity or, indeed, for read-
ers unknown to their authors. As such, these personal texts that adhere very 
closely to daily experience are rich with references beyond the knowledge of 
the historian. Even in the twentieth century, with its overwhelming plethora 
of information, ordinary people’s daily lives are elusive and can be inaccessible, 
particularly if the documents they left behind are fragments or have large gaps. 
As such, careful research, contextualization, and even speculation are necessary. 
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This kind of educated speculation is a method used more often in early modern 
histories, but it also has its place in the twentieth century.64 

In most life writing, authors present themselves as the “central character” in 
their texts.65 Several scholars have noted the constructive and performative as-
pect of keeping a diary. Lynn Bloom writes that, “through the act of writing, the 
author . . . composes her own character” and brings a new self into existence.66 
The “selves” these scholars have in mind are interpretive lenses through which 
diarists bring meaning to their experiences. These lenses bring different needs 
and possible perspectives on events to the surface for the writer to express and 
even interrogate. Remembering the importance of practice in the expression 
and interpretation of emotions, we can recognize that the diary provides a clear 
example of actions that produce emotional states and, in this case, may even 
produce the self rather than simply express a pre-existing identity.67 In develop-
ing such selves, writers are constrained by what is imaginatively possible, which 
is determined by their cultural context.

It is important when working with life-writing sources to be mindful that 
the author’s account is “embedded within the network of social relations that 
confer identity and meaning.”68 Our identities are relational, formed over time 
through our interactions with other people and the larger culture. This indi-
cates that ego documents do not “provide privileged access to the inner workings 
of an authentic self.”69 Rather, ego documents may illuminate “identities [that] 
are shaped . . . at the intersection of different sets of roles[,] . . . expectations,” 
and cultural scripts.70 They thus are valuable sources of cultural history, which 
investigates the values, meanings, and beliefs that underlie people’s actions. 

Diaries often serve as important psychological and emotional tools for their 
authors. In unusual and crisis-ridden times, they can become key coping mech-
anisms. Historian Susanne zur Nieden suggests that authors can use the “heal-
ing power of speaking and writing” to make sense of traumatic events, loss, or 
a conflict of core values.71 Nieden points out that while most writers intend for 
their texts to remain private, they nonetheless may have an audience beyond 
themselves; furthermore, their texts can “serve as a form of conversation or cor-
respondence between the writer’s selves.”72

The idea that writing can provide comfort and emotional context is espe-
cially important in regard to uncertainty and crisis. For example, the war, with 
the loss of loved ones, and in particular the bombing of German cities, shook 
Germans’ faith in the regime, which necessitated the creation of new narratives. 
The regime’s promises to protect its people, to achieve a quick and decisive vic-
tory, and to mete out the burdens of war equally among the population were all 
broken. These experiences—of losing faith in a regime that one had given alle-
giance to—could be experienced as a betrayal or a trauma. Jenny Edkins inves-
tigates loss and trauma and has coined the phrase “trauma time.” She observes 
that in “normal” life, people construct chronological narratives to help make 
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sense of events and to craft a biography, and thus, an identity. “Trauma time” 
disrupts “normal” time, which flows in a smooth, linear narrative. Many trauma 
survivors experience a profound and seemingly insurmountable isolation from 
the rest of humanity as parts of them split off and freeze, fixing them in time, 
to shelter them from the trauma.73 In order to deal with this disruption, and 
the broken or fragmented narrative that emerges from trauma, writers develop 
different points of view about their experiences, or selves. Edkins continues, 
“Until this new story is produced we literally do not know what has happened; 
we cannot say what it was, it doesn’t fit the script—we only know that ‘some-
thing happened.’”74 How those scripts unfold, what they say and how they say 
it, can illuminate much about the society in which they were created.

The shock of learning that her husband was missing disrupted Conrad’s 
sense of continuity. Since there were no more letters from the front, she could 
no longer carry on a dialogue with Joachim that would sustain their relation-
ship. The diary became the vehicle for her to do so. Not only did she record 
events so that her husband could “catch up” on them when he returned; she 
also used the diary as an important form of maintaining a relationship with 
him. In conducting the diary as a sort of conversation, she could imagine his 
responses and pour out her emotions to him via the “little book.” In a small way, 
this practice filled the gap left behind by the end of his letters in November 
1943. The physical act of writing could be soothing, as when Vera curled up 
on the kitchen bench and lost herself thinking about better or future times, 
but it could also be exhausting in that it confronted her with grim realities: 
the act of committing words to paper made the events described more real and 
permanent.75 

The diary itself is hardbound in a roughly woven cream-colored fabric and 
as a physical artifact retains traces of Vera’s emotional states, which were im-
pressed on the paper. She mostly wrote using fountain pen in “the German 
handwriting,” a script developed by a graphic designer and taught in Prussian 
schools between 1915 and 1941. Later in the diary Vera shifted to the Roman 
script used by English speakers, and often resorted to pencil. When serious 
bombing raids began and she snatched any time she had to write, her handwrit-
ing became larger and looser. Vera’s diary contains not only a record of both 
family and personal events; she also included pressed flowers, illustrations, 
cards, and photos. These personalized the book and recorded specific moments 
and experiences. The flowers in particular expressed an important component 
of Vera and Joachim’s relationship. They both loved being out of doors and 
knew all the local wildflowers by name. Not only did they use flowers to express 
their love for each other, they also commemorated hikes or vacations they took 
together or favorite sites on their land. Moreover, Joachim sent flowers via his 
letters from his solitary hikes while he was stationed in Berlin. The flowers in 
Vera’s book were meant to recall their shared time in nature (figure 0.1). Such 
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flower albums had been kept by men and women alike since at least the nine-
teenth century, when the Romantic movement celebrated nature as a source of 
self-expression and transcendent experience.

In response to the difficult wartime conditions and Joachim’s absence, Vera 
developed a set of selves through which to interact with the world and interpret 
events and her inner experiences. According to feminist scholar Judith Butler, 
one way of coping with such an unwelcome new reality consists in the “possi-
bility of appearing impermeable, of repudiating vulnerability itself.”76 In order 
to maintain a sense of normalcy and agency, Vera attempted to preserve, in her 
diary conversation with Joachim, the same patriotic, somewhat mocking tone 
that characterized her writing in the same diary for her son. As Vera struggled 
to live up to social expectations and to align her responses with what she had 
been taught was respectable and responsible, she developed a heroic self to pro-

Figure 0. 1.  Diary page with pressed flowers in Sütterlin script. It reads: “I found this four-leaf 
clover while I was waiting in Adelsberg for you to be born.” © Erika Quinn.
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tect herself and her family’s property and reputation. This heroic subjectivity 
adhered to Nazi ideology and, in so doing, relied on Vera’s racial privilege as 
an “Aryan” German, a foundation unexamined by Vera herself. This heroic self, 
which attempted to step into her husband’s place, retained a sense of irony, hu-
mor, and patriotism. Such a stance, however, was very challenging to maintain 
in light of her difficult circumstances and precarious emotional state. Thus, the 
diary alternates between the polarized voices of the heroic self and a mourning 
self that emerged immediately upon receipt of the news of her husband’s disap-
pearance. This mourning self was emotional, anxious, and in need of comfort. 
A response to “sudden, unexpected vulnerability,”77 the mourning self had to be 
hidden away, shared only with her husband in the diary. In order to narrate her 
life in a way that allowed for agency and a degree of certainty in a time when so 
much was unknown and any news likely to confirm her worst fears, Vera could 
not rely solely on the heroic sense of self but needed to turn to a mourning self 
that helped her maintain a sense of relationship with her missing husband.

These two selves served the author’s two central needs—first, to stay within 
an acceptable range of emotional expression in a regime that repressed criti-
cism, thereby maintaining her reputation and status, while, second, coping with 
her deep pain and personal difficulties. Later, I speculate about another func-
tion these two selves may have played for Vera: focusing on her own overcom-
ing and suffering may well have shielded her from engaging with the suffering 
of others outside her small community of neighbors, friends, and family.

These conceptualizations of selfhood as heroic and vulnerable reflect Ve-
ra’s lived experience. As a working woman, she coped stoically: she managed 
the farm, met with neighbors and officials, traveled to conferences, and visited 
friends. As a vulnerable body in pain, hidden away from curiosity and scrutiny 
in the bedroom or the kitchen, she grieved Joachim’s absence and fully felt the 
pain of uncertainty. Vera’s bodily experiences shaped her subjectivity and in-
formed what she recorded in her diary entries.

In addition to the heroic and mourning selves, a third emerged out of the 
overwhelming wartime context, a self characterized by depression and apathy. 
The apathetic self served several purposes. It protected her from her own vul-
nerability, from her pain regarding Joachim’s absence, and possibly, from her 
knowledge of the violence perpetrated on civilians in the name of the country 
she loved. Vera Conrad was a German nationalist; she supported the National 
Socialist regime. She regularly and credulously listened to radio broadcasts of 
Hitler’s speeches, seemed to accept the regime’s reactionary and xenophobic 
viewpoints, and supported the war effort. Like so many Germans, she became 
critical of the war only when German defeat became more and more likely after 
the loss at Stalingrad in February 1943.78 Even then, she continued to sup-
port German troops and the regime but wrote often about the war’s horrors 
and her wish for it to end. Of Jewish and other victims of Nazi policy and 
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war, she wrote nothing, despite the fact that Jews had been deported from the 
neighboring village of Tröglitz and the nearby larger town of Zeitz, where she 
often ran errands.79 Her silence could in part be explained by a lack of personal 
relationships with Jewish Germans, who generally did not live in the country-
side.80 Another likely reason for her silence is that she had accepted National 
Socialist antisemitic attitudes, and Jews thus were excluded from her sphere of 
care. Conrad’s three selves were in conversation and conflict with one another 
as she sought to navigate both external and internal challenges. 

Grief and Its Expression

Vera’s diary provides important insights into how mourning was conducted 
in a war of mass death, a topic that has not been fully explored in regard to 
individuals’ experiences.81 Scholars have frequently claimed that twentieth- 
century war presented an upheaval in mourning practices and a crisis of mean-
ing because of the unprecedented manner and number of deaths, and that 
these left the bereaved without language to express themselves.82 Another 
claim is that “individuals generally tackled the emotional and practical issues 
they faced, rather than bearing witness to them on paper.”83 Contrary to these 
notions, Vera used quite simple and very repetitive language to express her grief 
in the diary. Historian Winfried Schulze notes that ego documents’ intimate 
qualities often allow for redundancy.84 Like other waiting wives, Vera repeated 
the phrases “if only I had some sign of life,” “when you come home,” and “where 
are you?” Rather than lacking language, I suggest, she was reiterating to herself 
how she felt when she engaged in a conversation with her mourning self. That 
self was put away from consciousness as much as possible when she was work-
ing, managing employees or apprentices, spending time with her children, or 
engaging in other everyday activities. 

Mourning is an expressive act or display and entails a process of coming to 
terms with the loss or negotiating the meaning of it over time.85 In a sense it is 
performative in that Vera’s repetition of certain phrases and words like “dearest” 
take on an insistence that is not necessarily grounded in reality. By stating her 
love and concern over and over again, there is a kind of “sedimentation of the 
past” that establishes norms and conventions that convey authenticity.86 The 
time she set aside for herself to write in her diary was the time to enact and 
re-create her grief. As a repository, the diary became charged with emotion. In 
attempting to continue the relationship, she in fact constructed it through the 
diary text by naming and performing her emotions.87

Humans are relational beings: our sense of identity is heavily dependent 
on people around us.88 Vera experienced the loss of her husband as one she 
could not entrust to most people around her; her sense of alienation intensi-
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fied through her mourning and apathetic selves to the point where she did not 
want to interact with others at all. She turned to her diary as a confidante. She 
did so to try to find meaning in Joachim’s disappearance but was unsuccessful. 
She did not possess that memory; rather, it possessed her in that she remained 
frozen in the pain.

Her grief was snared in a Western tradition that says pain is incommunica-
ble to others, and its sufferers are therefore isolated.89 This apparent loneliness 
of pain requires it to be disclosed to a witness. As feminist scholar Sara Ahmed 
explains, “because no one can know what it feels like to have my pain . . . I want 
loved others to acknowledge how I feel. The solitariness of pain is intimately 
tied up with its implication in relationship to others.”90 For mourners like Vera, 
love can often be conveyed by wanting to feel the loved one’s pain. When Vera 
agonized over how Joachim was doing in Russia, she imagined his pain and felt 
it for him, forging a connection. She did not allow the inverse to take place; 
there was no one to imagine and feel the mourning self ’s pain. 

In keeping the diary, Vera addressed Joachim, but she was also aware that 
the act of writing left a physical trace of their relationship behind. We are in-
tertwined with other people and the impressions they leave on us. Contact be-
tween physical objects, or affective contact between living beings, leaves behind 
“sticky” impressions. That stickiness can transfer to other objects or affective 
relationships.91 Emotions circulate between bodies and can imbue objects with 
qualities. Emotions then are both about objects, which they shape, and are also 
shaped by contact with objects.”92 Objects, like the physical book into which 
Vera impressed her emotional expression, become sticky through reuse. Like 
the “book tombs” created by mourners during World War I, the diary created 
an emotional and physical repository for grief and loss.93 

After a chapter that provides context about diary writing by German 
women during World War II and their emotional expression in diaries, this 
account of the Conrad family proceeds in roughly chronological order. It be-
gins, as Vera’s diary does, with family history. It then recounts in part 1 the 
years of war and the Conrads’ marriage before Joachim was declared missing. 
Part 2 addresses the remainder of the war years: Vera’s growing responsibili-
ties on the farm, the growing severity of bombing attacks, and the chaotic and 
violent end of the war. Part 3 narrates the war’s aftermath, focusing on the 
Soviet occupation of Ostrau. It also tells of Vera’s ongoing attempts to gain 
information about Joachim’s whereabouts and ends with her acceptance of his 
death, using her emotional experiences of loss as a red thread throughout the 
book.

This Horrible Uncertainty 
A German Woman Writes War, 1939-1948 

Erika Quinn 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/QuinnHorrible 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/QuinnHorrible


Introduction  2  17
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