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It is often said that the underlying idea behind undertaking the study of history is to learn from mankind’s successes and especially from its mistakes. It follows that the historical facts are not important in themselves, but it the light of their pedagogical value. Following this reasoning through, it seems all the more appropriate to teach somebody not what happened in reality, but how we remember to have happened. In other words, what we want to learn from it – as opposed to, perhaps, what we should be learning.

I think this is the most important premise to take into consideration in an attempt to establish the uses and gains of following a course such as “History, Memory and Amnesia in Post-World War II Europe: the Case of the Holocaust”. To me, it makes more sense to study people’s perceptions and reactions to a past event than the event in itself. Quite frankly (and probably much to my own fault), the concept of “memory” in the context of political science was first brought seriously to my attention with this class; certainly this has been the first time the board of the faculty offered a course dealing specifically with this matter. 

I should probably state from the beginning that I wish I had attended more classes and that it would have served me better to have had this course last year. I was pleasantly surprised by the fact that “History, Memory and Amnesia” managed to stir clear of turning into a practical guide to political correctness and avoiding offence in relation to members of the Jewish population (or to Germans, for that matter). To play the devil’s advocate, this would have been its prime merit for students because, irrespective of the profession each of us is to take up after graduation, we will be nonetheless members of civilized intellectual communities where topics such as the Holocaust are sensitive. So, whatever you might say, it matters how you say it. 

However, setting the “correct” lines of reference to the Holocaust is a useful soft brand of indoctrination. The ability of critical thinking (which the course clearly tried to stimulate) is far more useful, because it allows a student not only to show that an argument it not right (or is unacceptable in terms of political correctness), but, more importantly, to show why it is not so. Since I have touched on the matter of developing critical thinking, the course has shown me that one of its traps is that of reaching questions without answers (not without clear answers, but without any answers at all). For example: why has the Holocaust turned into a cultural phenomenon, while other mass killings (the Armenian genocide, the genocide in Rwanda etc.) are mere tragic historical events? Or , to put it differently, why does mankind remember the Holocaust so vividly, claming its uniqueness? Is it something about the Jews and the long, universally spread tradition of anti-Semitism? Is it about the fact that it happened all over Europe with everyone’s complicity (perpetrators, by-standers and even victims → what about the Jews in America?). Do our forefathers all carry the blame or have witnessed such a horrific trauma that we are simply not allowed to forget? Is it about every man’s fascination with evil – do the industrial mass killings, the gas chambers, the random shootings satisfy our curiosities at some dark level? The possible answers can go on and on and I wouldn’t know which one to pick.     

This being said, I have one more comment to make in regard to the usefulness of a course on the memory of the Holocaust – it shows clearly the power of the cinema to shape popular perceptions. Movies (and, to a lesser extent, Discovery Channel) – and not academic books - have a hold on people’s minds. History is taught on TV. And this reality sheds a whole different light on the pedagogical purposes of teaching history, not so much in relation to the efficiency of the methods employed to achieve this, but in relation to the control that can be exerted on them. Is it acceptable to educate the public about the Holocaust by means of soap operas such as “Holocaust – the Story of the Family Weiss”? Sure, it was a trivialization of the event, but it achieved unrivaled mass awareness throughout Europe. And it earned the producers and the actors a lot of money.  When speaking about Holocaust movies there is always the same recurring ethical issue to consider – is it OK to turn a penny out of the suffering and death of millions? And if it’s not, can anything be done about this? 

Maybe some can put their minds at rest by labeling profit as a side-effect of a much more honest outcome – creating awareness and making a contribution to history not repeating itself. But, on the other hand, history has proven time and time again to repeat itself, irrespective of prevention efforts. In this connection, maybe the course should have included some pieces on neo-Nazism. 
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