Extract from WG Sebald, On the Natural History of Destruction, translated by Anthea Bell (London: Random House, 2004 [published in German 1999), pp. 3–4, 11—12

From Chapter One, ‘Air War and Literature’ 

[p.3] Today it is hard to form an even partly adequate idea of the extent of the devastation suffered by the cities of Germany in the last years of the Second World War, still harder to think about the horrors involved in that devastation. It is true that the strategic bombing surveys published by the Allies, together with the records of the Federal German Statistics Office and other official sources, show that the Royal Air Force alone dropped a million tons of bombs on enemy territory; it is true that of the 131 towns and cities attacked, some only once and some repeatedly, many were almost entirely flattened, that about 600,000 German civilians fell victim to the air raids, and that three and a half million homes were destroyed, while at the end of the war seven and a half million people were left homeless, and there were 31.1 cubic meters of rubble for every person in Cologne and 42.8 cubic meters for every inhabitant of Dresden—but we do not grasp what it all actually meant.[footnoteRef:1] The destruction, on a [p. 4] scale without historical precedent, entered the annals of the nation, as it set about rebuilding itself, only in the form of vague generalizations. It seems to have left scarcely a trace of pain behind in the collective consciousness, it has been largely obliterated from the retrospective understanding of those affected, and it never played any appreciable part in the discussion of the internal constitution of our country. As Alexander Kluge later confirmed, it never became an experience capable of public decipherment.[footnoteRef:2] This is highly paradoxical in view of the large numbers of people exposed to the campaign day after day, month after month, year after year, and the length of time—well into the postwar period—during which they still faced its real consequences, which might have been expected to stifle any positive attitude to life. [1:  See H. Glaser, 1945—Ein Lesebuch (Frankfurt am Main, 1995), pp. 18ff., also Sir Charles Webster and Noble Frank-land, The Strategic Air Offensive Against Germany (Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1954–1956), especially vol. IV, containing appendices, statistics, and documents.]  [2:  See Alexander Kluge, Geschichte und Eigensinn (Frankfurt am Main, 1981), p. 97.] 

	…  [p. 11] …  The almost entire absence of profound disturbance to the inner life of the nation suggests [p. 12] that the new Federal German society relegated the experiences of its own prehistory to the back of its mind and developed an almost perfectly functioning mechanism of repression, one which allowed it to recognize the fact of its own rise from total degradation while disengaging entirely from its stock of emotions, if not actually chalking up as another item to its credit its success in overcoming all tribulations without showing any sign of weakness. 
