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“Who should pay?”  This is a question that recurs in human affairs whenever disaster strikes.  Germany faced this problem on a massive scale in the mid-20th century.  Most Germans had supported Hitler when he unleashed a devastating war that killed some 30 million Europeans and imposed enormous material losses.  Many Germans suffered for that choice, with a death toll of 7 million and war costs of over 700 billion RM.  After 1945, Germany had over 4 million so-called war-injured, that is, disabled veterans and civilians and war widows and orphans.  It also had some 25 million so-called war-damaged, who had suffered material losses from military action, expulsion from their former homes in Eastern Europe, and the destruction of the currency’s value.  With nearly half of West Germans directly hurt by war, much of West German politics through the mid-1950s involved coming to grips with the burdens of war and defeat.

Today I will concentrate on one key issue in that history, the struggle to redistribute the burden of the material losses that the war-damaged had suffered.  Those losses exceeded 500 billion RM, some 5 times 1938 national product.  Total compensation payments, which will end ca. 2020, will approach 130 billion DM.  Political pressures compelled West Germans to provide some assistance to these war-damaged, while economic expediency did set limits on who the society would ask to pay, and how much.  Nonetheless, in deciding on the amount and kind of aid they would offer and to whom, West Germans also worked from a set of morally charged discourses about the socioeconomic order.  They offered the war-damaged a range of entitlements because they could thereby differentiate according to perceived “innocence” and individual character and could provide the renewed sense of agency individuals desired.

Now, some observers doubted that war-damaged Germans had any moral claim to recompense.  Many of Germany’s victims argued that Germans had chosen to support an aggressive war and should bear the consequences of that choice.  Even some postwar Germans argued that Germans who had supported the Nazis deserved no recompense.

The war-damaged had to establish a kind of innocence to legitimate their compensation claims.  Very few of them asserted that they had opposed the Nazis.  Instead, they emphasized that chance had determined which Germans suffered war losses and which Germans kept their property, so that their particular individual losses had therefore occurred “through no fault of our own.”  Significantly, virtually all Germans accepted these arguments, including those who would have to pay for any recompense.  These war-damaged both benefited from and helped to create the mutual exoneration society in which West Germans agreed to blame the Nazi debacle on the dead Hitler and a handful of his cronies, while eliding their own roles in supporting Nazism.

Further, postwar West Germans were willing to help some sufferers—but not others.  The Nazis brought misery and loss to many sorts of people.  Some intentional victims of Nazi persecution got no compensation, for example, Gypsies, homosexuals, so-called asocials.  Some intentional victims did secure recompense—but grudgingly, for example, Jews and political prisoners.  However, a consensus rapidly developed among West Germans to accept as deserving those ethnic Germans who had not deviated notably from the values the Nazis themselves had promoted.  The only significant exception was a new willingness among the West German middle and upper classes to accept Social Democrats, grudgingly, as legitimate participants in the political process.


Germans after the war often talked about shifting the burden of the war partially to future generations.  (Why future generations should get stuck with the bill was never clearly explained.)  Nonetheless, aside from imports or seizures in occupied territories, which played a secondary role, Germany could only meet its military needs in World War II from prewar or wartime domestic production.  A German soldier could not fire in 1944 an artillery shell manufactured in 1956.  Germans had already paid for war, 1933-1945, by working longer and harder and by accepting lower living standards.


To sweeten the bitter pill of renunciation and to promise a more equitable distribution of war’s costs, the Nazis provided Germans with a trillion marks in future claims on the economy.  Some of these claims were promises of future support to disabled veterans and war widows and orphans.  The biggest portion was government debt, held usually by savings institutions as security for people’s more or less unwilling wartime savings.  The Nazis also issued war-damages decrees promising 8 million German “bomb-damaged” full restitution for their losses.  Further, the 10 million expellees in West Germany insisted that they too had legal claims under war-damages legislation.  All these accumulated claims embodied a communal promise to compensate some citizens after the fact for war-related sacrifices, at the expense of other citizens, by using fiscal policy to shift the distribution of national wealth or income.


These claims constituted property rights in German law.  They represented a legal and moral debt no German government could ignore, even though they far exceeded the German economy’s ability to pay.  Worse, much of those claims took the form of savings deposits that constituted an inflated money supply.  To restore stable money, Germans would have to eliminate this purchasing power overhang by annulling much of central government debt.  Currency reform would unavoidably require Germans, or the occupying powers, to choose which of this multitude of property claims to honor and which to expropriate (through currency reform or debt repudiation).  Thereafter, Germans would have to choose whom to tax to service the surviving claims.  That set of choices would determine how much each individual and each strata in German society would ultimately contribute to the financing of war and defeat.


In this context, Germans developed the notion of a Lastenausgleich, a balancing out of war’s burdens proportionally among all Germans.  They agreed, as the Nazis had already argued, that all Germans constituted a “community of risk,” which had fought the war in common and should bear the burdens of defeat in common.  It would hence be unjust to impose war’s burdens one-sidedly on paper-asset holders again, through hyperinflation and a draconian stabilization, as Germans had in the 1920s.  Popular anger at this unsocial policy had undermined support for both democracy and capitalism, contributing significantly to Hitler’s seizure of power.  Hence even Neoliberals recognized that they could not hope to re-create a stable market economy without a currency reform and a Lastenausgleich that seemed morally defensible to most Germans.  The 1940s war-damaged then secured  broad support for their initial demand for a “social” currency reform that would privilege their savings and compensation claims as much as possible and for 50%+ capital levies on surviving real assets, to finance partial restitution for any claims that currency reform did eliminate.

American officials, though, were unwilling to risk the potentially inflationary consequences of this social currency reform.  The American, British, and French currency reform of June 1948 hence imposed a draconian 90 to 93½% cut in the value of RM assets and effectively canceled the central government debt.  The biggest cut was for savings accounts, which were part of the money supply but which were the asset most likely to be held by lower and middle class Germans.  Average Germans were outraged to discover that the less affluent in society were to pay more of war’s burdens, proportionally, than the wealthier.  The Americans also refused to include a Lastenausgleich with their currency reform.  Consequently, real property holders started off after currency reform with often substantial assets that nonreal property holders did not have.

Along with currency reform, West Germans introduced policy changes that established a new economic order and provided indirect recompense to war-damaged businesses.  They effectively repealed most economic controls, introducing a more or less free-market economy.  Businesses, with their surviving real assets, could then make enormous profits meeting the enormous backlog of demand among German consumers.  West German legislation also provided German business with a very favorable tax code.  Medium and large West German businesses then had the funds to rebuild and become wealthy, even though they would not get any recompense under the Lastenausgleich legislation.

In one important way, though, the currency reform did privilege western German employees over other war-damaged.  Nazi fiscal and monetary policies had destroyed the assets supporting employees’ social-insurance claims.  Entitlement to those benefits had been the major asset available to blue-and white-collar workers.  The Allies, backed by German experts, decided to establish a 1:1 conversion rate for western Germans’ social-insurance benefits, to be financed from on-going contributions by those currently in work.  This decision gave those entitlements additional value because they proved to be protected, by social and political pressure, against the consequences of inflation, which permanently eliminated 90%+ of the value of private savings, pensions, and insurance plans.

The American-sponsored currency reform had, unavoidably, required painful choices about whose assets to save and whose to expropriate.  Overall, it imposed the burden of World War II almost entirely on holders of paper assets, including claims against the former German state, again leaving holders of surviving real property relatively unscathed.

This outcome could not stand.  Popular outrage at the unsocial consequences of the second war and the second currency reform was too deep and broad.  West Germans could not build a stable society without establishing a just Lastenausgleich to provide some meaningful assistance to the war-damaged and to impose some meaningful burden on the undamaged.

Germans generally agreed that the essence of justice is equality, to treat like things like.  However, that definition left much open to debate.  Not surprisingly, West Germans disagreed about what “equal” meant for the purposes of a Lastenausgleich.


Authorities in East Germany saw the war-damaged as equal to all other Germans–and hence not entitled to any special Lastenausgleich.  The Communists had no intention of re-creating capitalist private property, and they did dream of a society based on “from each according to his ability, to each according to his need.”  They hence integrated the war-damaged into the East German economy as workers or offered them public assistance as unemployables, equally with all other East Germans.


In West Germany, many social thinkers, politicians, and businessmen could agree on the need for a so-called social Lastenausgleich, that would enable all the war-damaged to live an existence worthy of a human being, a menschenwürdiges Dasein.  For them, a job was an economically valuable possession, whose loss was just as deserving of recompense as the loss of a farm, rental property, or business.  They hence proposed to offer assistance based on current need, not earlier property ownership.

These West Germans, though, favored assisting unemployable war-damaged separate from the despised “welfare.”  Welfare was predicated on the assumption that its recipients were undisciplined individuals whose problems were their own fault.  The war-damaged, though, insisted that their war losses were not their fault, that they were more virtuous than the “typical” welfare recipient or charity case.  Most Germans agreed that the war-damaged were hence entitled to unequal treatment, a more honorable social benefit program, relative to traditional welfare recipients.


Supporters of a social Lastenausgleich  also argued that a devastated West Germany had such limited resources that it could only afford a social Lastenausgleich.  Their highest goal was providing a decent living for all Germans, and that could not be done if Lastenausgleich funds were exhausted through large payments to a few formerly well-to-do damaged.  The SPD, the unions, and many in the business community were firmly committed to this principle.


As even supporters of private property and economic self-reliance could recognize, the experience of Germans, 1914-1948, had called into question traditional assumptions that personal security lay in ownership of private property—indeed, suggested that private property was an oxymoron.  An authoritarian monarchy, a parliamentary democracy, a fascist dictatorship, and a liberal democratic occupier had all pursued monetary policies that sacrificed paper assets to national fiscal expediency, leaving their owners impoverished.  Germany’s catastrophic 1930s economic collapse had driven millions of working- to upper-middle-class Germans into unemployment or bankruptcy—and often into the arms of the anticapitalist Nazis.  Further, Nazi persecution, Allied bombing, and the expulsion of Germans from Eastern Europe had shown that real property could be destroyed or confiscated in an instant—leaving individuals and their families penniless.  Whatever moral or natural rights people might have to property, it had proved in practice only a bundle of claims guaranteed by a specific society.  When that society could not or would not uphold those rights, then the individual and his or her property were surrendered up to the caprice of powerful individuals, states, or forces.  Many Germans hence argued that, given the inability of property ownership to guarantee security, one would have to demand that society provide that security.


Given the complexity of any Lastenausgleich and the need for rapid action to help the worst-affected among the war-damaged, and given the widespread support for a social Lastenausgleich, West Germans promulgated in August 1949 an Immediate Aid Law that established an interim, primarily social, Lastenausgleich.  The centerpiece of the law was an entitlement for bomb-damaged and currency-damaged who had lost more than 10,000 RM and for all expellees to non-welfare monthly support payments, if they were no longer able to work.  The bill provided certain other types of assistance to war-damaged, in securing household goods and training or in reestablishing a business.  Revenues were to come primarily from a levy on surviving capital.


Despite the provisional triumph of neoliberalism, many Germans in 1949-1951 still sought a more communal, more egalitarian social order.  Many also still favored some degree of economic direction and hence supported a socially structured Lastenausgleich.  Finally, the scope of war-damaged misery did seem to demand the socially most efficient use of Lastenausgleich resources.  A social Lastenausgleich had good prospects of becoming permanent policy.


Most of the formerly propertied war-damaged, though, demanded instead an “individual” Lastenausgleich, in which compensation would be based on individual property losses.  They defined justice as a distribution of rights and burdens among members of the community proportional to each individual’s differing social contributions and inherent value.  They assumed that if they had been unequal in wealth, it was because they were unequal in virtue.  These war-damaged argued that it was superior virtue, including diligence, foresight, self-sacrifice, and thrift, that had enabled the propertied, including themselves, to accumulate assets.  Those who had lost only a job and not capital had obviously been unvirtuous and did not deserve a Lastenausgleich, though they might receive some public assistance to prevent starvation.  For the supporters of an individual Lastenausgleich, then, the equals who needed to be treated equally were the (formerly) propertied damaged and the (still) propertied undamaged.  Because property ownership had reflected virtue, and should again, one could only reestablish the moral order by restoring on a lower level the prewar distribution of wealth and status.  Only massive capital levies to subtract real assets from the undamaged and transfer them to the formerly propertied war-damaged could do so.


Convinced of their superior character, the war-damaged contended that they had not only a property right in their material possessions, but a kind of property right in their social status.  They saw being able to keep that status as their right, one the society had to recognize and protect—or if necessary to re-create. 


The war-damaged found it particularly odious that they—the virtuous—had lost all, while other, nefarious individuals had “profiteered” through war contracts or black marketeering.  They demanded that the beneficiaries of such profiteering be made to pay their “immoral” profits into the Lastenausgleich.  “It may never be allowed,” one war-damaged citizen wrote indignantly, “that . . . some kind of black marketeer, speculator, or human question mark, who lived high on the hog at the expense of his fellow humans” should get to keep his ill-gotten gains.  For the war-damaged, the old German distinction between productive and rapacious capital still resonated.


The war-damaged were asserting a contingent notion of property ownership.  First, mere possession of property was insufficient.  One had to deserve it, to have acquired it virtuously.  The war-damaged also questioned the existing property distribution because the capricious operation of material forces, as opposed to individual virtue, had decided which individuals would suffer war damages.  Pure chance did decide on whose building bombs would fall, and it was more or less arbitrary that East Prussians suffered expulsion while Westphalians did not.  Outcomes had to depend on individual character and agency, not happenstance.  Moral equals must enjoy equal outcomes, and the state had to intervene to assure those equal outcomes if necessary.


The formerly propertied war-damaged also insisted that the society must honor their individual agency by recognizing what they saw as their pre-existing legal entitlement to an individual Lastenausgleich.  They certainly hoped a legal claim would provide the most secure basis for their demands and might maximize their compensation.  Yet as long as war-damaged individuals had no legal claim, they were objects of forces beyond their control.  They could be sure that they had some control over their lives and that the universe rewarded virtue only if the society acknowledged that entitlement.  They hence asserted their agency as protectors of their own rights.  And, they were not asking the state to bestow a gift but were fighting to compel it to acknowledge a preexisting entitlement.

The war-damaged often explicitly tied their insistence on a legal claim to a Lastenausgleich to a rejection of the dependent status of welfare recipient.  German law granted the welfare authorities broad (potentially capricious) discretion in determining who deserved assistance.  The war-damaged feared being subjected to the same humiliating and controlling investigations as other would-be welfare recipients.


The efforts of the war-damaged to reassert their autonomy were part of a larger European effort to come to terms with the negative potentials of modernity.  The rationalizing, normalizing, and disciplining aspects of post-Enlightenment societies threaten the autonomy and security of individuals.  Any dependence on means-tested state assistance made one particularly vulnerable to such aspects.  By founding their security on entitlements independent of bureaucratic discretion, the war-damaged, and other Europeans, avoided becoming objects of external discipline, asserted themselves as subjects once again.


The subjects in question in this debate were male.  When the propertied war-damaged referred to themselves in the singular, it was the masculine singular.  The war-damaged leadership was virtually entirely male, and the handful of female war-damaged who wrote letters did so as wives or widows.  Implementing the new constitutional guarantee of equal rights for women would take decades.  Given the gender distribution of the ownership and control of property in mid-20th-century Germany, to recreate lost wealth in an individual Lastenausgleich was to recreate patrimony, male property, and to contribute to reestablishing patriarchy.


Significantly, most undamaged Germans proved willing to accept the war-damaged’s discourse on property and virtue.  The major political parties and the national-level economic interest groups, even those representing property owners who would pay any capital levies, all supported the war-damaged demand for a Lastenausgleich. Moreover, the undamaged agreed that property ownership did reflect the inherent virtue of the owner and that outcomes should reflect individual agency, not mere chance.


The undamaged and policymakers agreed that welfare was a humiliation inappropriate for the war-damaged, who had fallen into misery “through no fault of their own.”  Even a SPD publication could state, “The expellees are not objects of general welfare provisions but subjects in the construction of the necessary reordering of social relations in Germany.”  Implicitly, for the party of social equality, welfare recipients were objects, not subjects, were qualitatively different from and implicitly inferior to the war-damaged.


Accumulating assets in a competitive, temptation-filled world generally does require some degree of virtue.  Nonetheless, moral philosophers have not legitimated private property by appealing to the owner’s putative virtue.  Too many morally dubious individuals own often vast amounts of property.  Further, if the moral basis of property is the exercise of virtue necessary to obtain it, then any property obtained through unearned fortune (for example, inheritance or gambling) would presumably be illegitimate.  Moreover, the people whose character we most admire might not be those best able to use valuable economic resources.  The community may be better served if the nasty but economically efficient hold property, rather than the nice but ineffective.  Finally, in a free market society, one is to assume that the market correctly chooses the most efficient user of resources, regardless of putative personal virtue.

Meanwhile, under the impact of Nazi defeat and American victory, West Germans came to adopt neoliberal economic policies.  The fear of Communism and the success West Germany began enjoying under neoliberal policies gradually strengthened opposition to any kind of government intervention in the economy or in property.  Also, West Germans were increasingly committed to an achievement society, where status rested not on traditional social markers or on inherent virtue but on individual contribution to the society defined in terms of instrumental rationality and economic efficiency.


The undamaged then sought to move the discussion of the Lastenausgleich from the realm of individual recompense or entitlement to the realm of national economic efficiency.  They supported the principle of an individual Lastenausgleich, in the name of preserving private property and buying social peace.  They agreed to a capital levy in the name of communal obligation.  Nonetheless, they emphasized that, in a private-property based economy, anything that threatens the viability of private firms threatens the functioning of the economy as a whole.


Most postwar Germans, from businessmen to trade unionists, from Right to Left, sought to maximize work and production.  No one who saw a bombed German city could deny the enormous destruction Germany had suffered.  Many Germans hence began to argue that economic necessity compelled West Germany to organize a productive Lastenausgleich, in which property fell to those who could use it most efficiently in the future—not to those who were currently in need or had lost their property.


The central issue quickly became whether the capital levy to finance a Lastenausgleich would come through some immediate transfer to the war-damaged of real assets, of part of the substance of an obligor’s property, or through a transfer over many years of income, of part of the real property’s yield.  The war-damaged wanted real assets now, to begin rebuilding their lives and to reestablish the moral order.

Many Germans, were not convinced.  The opponents of a transfer of real assets insisted that the different enterprises within the German economy constituted organic wholes that could not be broken up without seriously damaging and perhaps destroying them, with highly deleterious consequences for the German economy and all Germans.  For example, forcing factory owners to sell half their machinery would almost always paralyze their operations.  By mid-1950, policymakers had decided that they could not impose a levy that forced the immediate transfer of real capital.

The war-damaged then found themselves fighting over the rate at which Germans could afford to levy the yield of capital.  The undamaged demanded a capital-levy rate that did not “overburden” the economy.  Postwar economic weakness, West Germany’s need to remain competitive in world markets, and the growing tax burden to meet other war-related demands, all made it easy to argue that firms could only afford modest levy rates.  Crucially, in opposing “excessive” burdens, obligors could look for support to at least some trade unionists and Social Democrats, who worried about the viability of the firms for which their members worked.


Yet asserting that one must not “overburden” the economy begged the question.  Policymakers lacked the information necessary to establish exactly what rates would be too great a burden for the economy or particular firms.  On grounds of political and economic expediency, they had to err on the side of caution, setting the levy rate low enough to protect all but the most marginal firms and their employees, substantially reducing both Lastenausgleich revenues and the burden on real-asset holders.


The individual Lastenausgleich was about protecting private property—but not all property is created equal.  To its owner, each piece of property may be sacred, but to the society as a whole, productive real assets are more valuable than unproductive real assets or paper assets, including compensation claims.  Only existing productive real assets can directly generate new goods and services.  Unproductive real assets cannot do so.  Paper assets can contribute indirectly to future production, but they can more easily be replaced, through the effects of monetary and fiscal policy, than can real assets.  Opponents of substantial capital levies were demanding that the society, in the name of the broader economic and social good, privilege the owner/managers of privately held productive real assets in distributing war’s burdens.


The desire to maximize production also affected opinions about Lastenausgleich expenditures.  Providing the formerly propertied war-damaged with real, productive capital as compensation would often mean diverting resources from large concerns (which promised stable jobs in an export-oriented industrial economy) to formerly propertied war-damaged who sought to re-establish small to medium businesses (which might prove unable to survive in the competitive American-sponsored world trade order).  Yet neither the SPD, as the party of workers and socioeconomic progress, nor West German economic and political elites were interested in re-creating the cozy, traditional world of small enterprises protected from competition.  The productive Lastenausgleich that they preferred would turn its back not only on past property ownership as a basis for compensation but on past economic structures as a pattern for the new Federal Republic.


Expenditures for housing construction had crucial implications here.  West Germany had plenty of productive capital in 1948, 11% more than it had had in 1938.  By 1949, the major obstacle to using that capital was the frequent absence, because of war destruction, of housing for workers within commuting distance.  One of the major productive investments West Germany needed to make was massive housing construction.  After bitter debate, policymakers decided that it would be too inefficient to scatter housing construction funds among tens of thousands of war-damaged who had owned rental property.  Instead, they transferred housing funds, including substantial Lastenausgleich funds in the 1950s, to builders of social housing as loans.  In this case, former landlords ended up bearing a disproportionate burden because they did not get compensation until the 1960s or 1970s, and then often at modest levels.

The Lastenausgleich Law of 1952 developed primarily out of policymakers’ efforts to come to grips with the three major approaches outlined here: a social Lastenausgleich, an individual Lastenausgleich, or a productive Lastenausgleich.  The result was a compromise.  However, because it reflected a widespread social consensus about the society’s moral obligations, it proved satisfactory to most war-damaged and contributed decisively to West Germany’s political stability.

Under the impact of the widespread social commitment to a just distribution of war’s burdens, supporters of a productive Lastenausgleich did accept capital levies.  This acceptance reflects the power of a moral discourse and is not a policy that I can imagine the contemporary German business community emulating.  The Bundestag did reject war-damaged demands for a forced transfer of real assets.  Instead it imposed a nominal 50% capital levy on 1948 property holdings that was payable in installments over 30 years, with modest interest.  It did add modest supplements from general revenues.  It also leveraged the available Lastenausgleich revenues by postponing compensation for individual losses for 5 years and investing the resulting funds in housing and job creation.

Supporters of a social Lastenausgleich did best.  They secured a non-welfare entitlement to assistance for many unemployable war-damaged, enabling the latter to reassert their social honor and autonomy.  Most Lastenausgleich funds would initially go to support unemployable war-damaged and replace lost household goods.  Ironically, war-damaged women, as the ones least able to get into the productive economy and most concerned about household goods, therefore did better, relatively, than war-damaged men.

Supporters of an individual Lastenausgleich looked to do better in the longer run.  They secured an entitlement to a privileged support payment if they were unemployable and to individual recompense, restoring their honor and helping them reestablish their autonomy through regaining private property.  The Lastenausgleich Law provided that from 1957 available funds, including repaid loans, would go predominantly to compensation for lost private property, with over half of Lastenausgleich funds assigned to that purpose over the expected 30-year life of the program.  Scarcely 5% of the war-damaged had had significant property losses, and they could not have gotten so large a share of Lastenausgleich revenues absent the strong moral case they were able to make in the eyes of the larger society.

The story has an illuminating climax.  Germans had twice experienced the total destruction of the assets that individuals had put aside to protect against unemployment, disability, or age, either privately or in social-insurance programs.  Twice the state had had to start its social programs over, paid for by on-going contributions from those currently in work.  By the mid-1950s, West German policymakers recognized that the whole elaborate structure of accumulated reserves for such social programs, in practice always government bonds, was an accounting fiction.  Citizens do not care if their tax payments go directly to beneficiaries or are used to service bonds that underwrite the provision of benefits.  Moreover, retirees are always supported through the diversion of resources from those currently working.  A retiree could not consume in 1956 food grown and processed in 1924.

In 1957, a center-right West German government introduced policies to index social-insurance payments to rises in workers’ real incomes.  As the West Germany economy, and workers’ real incomes, soared, social benefit recipients insisted that they had contributed earlier as workers or otherwise to the society’s advance and should share in its continued development. That development would also enable the society to pay increased benefits.  Notably here, West German benefits are indexed to workers’ average real incomes, not to the cost of living.

The war-damaged argued that they had unfairly been shut out of the productive economy by forces beyond their control, and the Bundestag eventually agreed to index social-Lastenausgleich benefits to rising real incomes.  It also had to tap general revenues to finance this new policy.  The Lastenausgleich started as a balancing of burdens within a community of 1940s Germans, with restoration of lost property as a central goal.  It ended as a set of entitlements through which the society recompensed various individuals who had suffered undeserved economic losses because of war and defeat, financed partially from capital levies but increasingly from general revenues.  In the end nearly 80% of expenditures would go for social Lastenausgleich measures and only 20% would go for individual compensation for lost property.

This was a Lastenausgleich for the social-market economy, in which policymakers sought to provide honorable material security for some of the unfortunate while minimizing disruption of the productive economy.  The social-market economy rested on a recognition that only society could create the conditions for free markets and that only society could protect individuals against the vagaries of amoral material forces, economic or otherwise.  Property remains an important basis of honor and security in Germany—and in other postindustrial societies.  However, contemporary Germans generally look to entitlements, not property, for security.  Entitlements are crucially different from welfare.  First, a social consensus about relative virtue still determines who is considered worthy of entitlements and what kind of entitlements they secure.  Second, entitlements protect recipients from the kind of bureaucratic interference in their lives that Foucault, Peukert, and others have emphasized as part of the dark side of modernity.  Those Germans who could take advantage of the system of entitlements could therefore secure material security and retain both their honor and some degree of autonomy.  The Lastenausgleich debate hence helps illuminate not only how West Germans secured some degree of political stability, but also why entitlements have become so central to social policy in postindustrial societies.
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