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1. The overall impression about the course and its topic

The words best describing this course would be “challenging” and “demanding”. It has been challenging because of its controversial subject: the way mankind decided to forget, remember, commemorate, write and represent the Holocaust; in a word, the way mankind decided to assume its past. Once the course started, my intuition turned out to be right! Not only that the subject itself was challenging, but also the interpretations provided to us by the texts we had to read. As for me, the first challenge came along with the first presentation I had to make. The text belonged to M. Halbwachs and it tried to explain what history is and what individual and collective memory mean, while emphasizing and describing the way social groups constructed both of them.

In fact, what “disturbed” me the most were the author’s references to Christianity and the way Christian collective memory was built, mainly on symbolic, full of meaning places belonging the Jewish civilization. In a way, the author was explaining how my religious beliefs had been so convincing due to the skillful use of history and memory by the Christian Church. Moreover, the author was suggesting how both history and reality can be forged so as to serve specific interests, be they political or religious ones.

As the course was moving on, the challenges continued to come as each class became a question mark in itself. Each Tuesday morning we had to answer apparently easy questions like “What was the Holocaust?”, “Who is to be blamed for the Holocaust?”, questions that proved in the end to be quite difficult to be given clear- cut, straightforward answers. All of a sudden, our high school traditional history knowledge and interpretations proved to be extremely easy to be counter-argued. Moreover, each class proved to be a “continuous thinking process”, during which students were encouraged to give personal interpretations to the events and issues discussed. Thus, imagination, creativity and originality were given an important say during the entire time span of the course.

For this particular reason, the second word best describing the course is the “demanding” one! Each class can be labeled as “demanding” because each Tuesday, for three hours we had to actually place ourselves in the victims’, perpetrators’ or bystanders’ shoes during the WW II and the Holocaust, and to see these phenomena from the German, American or Israeli perspective.

2. Issues debated during the classes

The first issue discussed upon dealt with the nature of the Holocaust and its significance for both German and world history. During our discussions, we tried to establish what was the Holocaust, what he became over the years and what does it mean for mankind at the beginning of the 21st century. We tried to find some explanations for its very existence, to see whether it could have happened without a Nazi dictatorship and who is to be blamed for its horrible and terrifying consequences. 

In the end, we agreed that it was genocide, owing its existence to both the Nazi madness and the Allies’ ignorance and “strategic interests”. It evolved during the last 6o years, becoming a cultural phenomenon of paramount importance for all European, American and Israeli identity forming experiences. The fact that it took place in the civilized core of Europe transformed it into a “pedagogical” issue as well, teaching mankind (and especially politicians!) that a dictator should never be allowed to become too strong, while wars must be prevented at all costs due to the tragedy they create.

Once some basic elements about the nature of the Holocaust and its significance were established, we began to speak about the way humankind decided to forget it, to remember, to commemorate and, nonetheless, to instrumentalize it. In short, we’ve discussed about the way each European country has chosen to assume its past and its relation to the Holocaust, and, nevertheless, the way individuals tried to deal with their status as victims, perpetrators or bystanders during the WW II and the Holocaust. In a nutshell, we’ve established that, generally speaking, Europeans have opted for a “selective memory” regarding both the Nazi past and their own stance during that period, so that, eventually, the Holocaust became a matter of usable and unusable past, in which political interests were dictating how history should look like. For example, we have insisted on the German case, debating upon the way the Germans decided to assume their past. Taking into consideration that after 1945 there were two Germanys (the GDR and the GFR), we have concluded that the Nazi past was differently understood and dealt with. Even though in both cases Nazism equaled mass murders and something to be ashamed of, in GDR the Nazi past was used in order to legitimize the Communist rule, while in RFG immediately after the war the people decide to forget about it. Here debates started only during late 1960s, when a new generation of Germans, less involved in the Nazi experience started to ask questions about the past. The peak of these debates was reached in mid- 1980s with the emergence of new interpretations over the WW II. For example, Hillgruber put forward the idea that the WW II was not only about Nazism but rather about two stories. The first one is that of the soldiers fighting against the Bolshevik army, for defending the Wehrmacht (1944- 1945). The second one was that of the Holocaust. As the latter remained an enigma, Hillgruber considered that history should focus on the former, assessing the German fight against Communism. But, behind the defense lines, what were the SS soldiers doing? Despite of all these controversies, at the beginning of the 1990s, Europeans agreed upon one important thing: the Holocaust was part of their history and they should commemorate it. How to properly do this? Well, that was another problem. What mattered the most was that they finally had the courage to come to terms with their past.  

Considering all these, once the past assumed, debates started regarding the most appropriate way the Holocaust should be commemorate and, if possible, represented. If, generally speaking, both Europeans and Americans considered that building memorials and museums of the Holocaust was the most appropriate way to celebrate this tragedy, a vivid debate started over the specificity of the Holocaust and the way it should be represented in images, movies and documentaries.

As we had the chance to see, historians’ criticism against movies and TV programs attempting at a “realistic” representation of the Holocaust, was not that well founded or convincing. enough. Their main argument was that, given the unspeakable and horrifying nature of the Holocaust, it is unrepresentable. Moreover, docudramas are only forging reality, perverting it due to their use of invented characters, dialogues and situations, being most of the times inclined towards superficiality. However, as both the Oscar ceremonies and box offices proved, movies and TV series dealing with the Holocaust enjoined enormous popularity and good reviews! Schindler’s List, The Pianist, La vita e bella or The Holocaust, TV series and movies remained reference points not only for world cinema but also for both collective and individual memory about the Holocaust. 

Nevertheless, what matters the most is that people are still speaking about the Holocaust, probably becoming more and more aware of its tragedy. With regard to this aspect, our discussions also focused on the Schindler’s List, The Dictator and The Uprising, as movie representations of the Holocaust, and on the D-Day to Berlin and Into the arms of strangers, as documentaries. For me, the most impressive one was the last documentary, Into the arms of strangers, a very well done research about innocent victims, human kindness and politics in times of war and extreme circumstances. It also succeeds in showing one of the greatest tragedies of the WW II and the Holocaust: people losing their most precious thing- their families and roots.

Nevertheless, The D- Day to Berlin was also captivating as it showed how Americans perceived the war by the end of it! My overall impression was that it served mainly as a propaganda film than a documentary about war realities, as the emphasis was broadly put on the Americans soldiers, theirs ways of living during wartime circumstances and about their success in saving Europe. Of course, Schindler’s List had once more the same effect: making you wonder what the other Germans, Poles, French and Europeans were doing while SS officers were exterminating millions of Jews. At the same time, The Uprising provided us with the proof that some form of resistance was possible even though it entailed huge costs and very few chances to succeed. Still, after watching it, you start wonder: why resistance took place only in the Warsaw ghetto? Why didn’t the Jews do more so as to oppose the Nazi? Was it possible for such an opposition to manifest itself taking into consideration the nature of the Nazi regime?

3. The importance of this course for my future career

Leaving aside the amount of information, historical knowledge and alternative perspectives on history, memory and mankind I was left with. First and foremost, this course will surely have a huge importance for my career as a human being. Besides being a future professional, I am first of all a human being! In this quality, being aware of what other human beings were capable of, becomes almost a moral duty while reflection over present day realities almost a necessity! Considering what others had to deal with…you start having new, more joyful perspectives over your own life. As for my future job as, hopefully, a political decision maker this course has taught me the following lesson: always think about real people and the consequences your decisions might have on them! Always think about the others and always try to make a difference when it comes to helping the others.  


Considering all these, I would say that this course should continue going on! It deals with one of the most interesting issues of history and it provides students with new, more complex perspectives not only about the specific subject of the Holocaust but also about history as a whole.
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