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As can easily be remarked from the very title of the course, the key issues here revolve around history and memory. Why is history important? Why is memory important? History focuses on what happened. The study of memory, equally important, focuses on our perception of what happened. The great gain (and this may sound as a cliché) lies in the fact that knowing the past and understanding the present, helps us foretell the future, and therefore allows us (at least to some extent) to move in anticipation of events.


The major gain of a student following this course lies less in knowing the past, (although there is something to be gained here as well, in terms of understanding what is usable, as well as an unusable past, or that there is no right or wrong history, as well as objective or subjective history). The gain, I think, lies more in understanding how past was and is still used to shape people’s perception on, feelings about and memory of various events. Collective memory is one of the chief identity generating elements
. Without collective memory, any given group will have no common culture nor will it be able to form or pass on its identity. Similarly, by (re)shaping collective memory identities can be (trans)formed and behavioral patterns can be created. Thus, it is easy to understand why history is often (re)shaped and memory is (mis)handled, if not outright recreated. Used correctly, this may be one of the greatest tools of influencing people’s attitudes and beliefs.

During this course, we had the chance to observe and analyze issues relating to the representation of various events. There was a very interesting debate on what can and what cannot be represented, especially when one relates to historic events that involved massive trauma and that carry deep cultural connotations. It became clear to us that a representation would never be accurate enough. For example, when dealing with an event such as the Holocaust, that involves an incredibly large number of actors (whether victims, perpetrators or bystanders), you can only present the story of few. Obviously, this would be the very idea of representation (to present the story of some, that represents the miniaturizing of the hole), but unlike in statistics, it is impossible to create a representative sample out of a human tragedy. To contradict Stalin, the death of a million is not statistics (or no longer is perceived as statistics). The death of a million is a sum of a million tragedies, similar but particular at the same time, including feelings that can hardly be described, even less understood and then reenacted. In addition to the stories of the victims, there are also the stories of the perpetrators and of the countless bystanders. Who could possibly understand the full nature of the emotions that each of the victims felt, or the exact mixture of ideas and beliefs that drove each of the perpetrators? 

The course helped us see how important events are remembered and helped us understand how this remembrance is used for various goals, whether these were related to manipulation, nation building, the prevention of reenactment or anything else. One of the strengths of the course was its mind challenging nature. Questions often flowed from the teacher to the student. This type of teaching actually forces the students to use their minds and thus improve their analytic thinking. This is exactly what I would expect at this level. However, I cannot deny the fact that at some point I would still appreciate an opinion of the teacher.

One other strength was the movie projection. And it is not only that it was ‘time out’ from what we regularly call school. Viewing movies actually added another dimension to our perception on the issue. We observed differences between representations of the same event, and differences in the ways events can be represented, as well as patterns (stereotypes) relating to aspects of representation and so on. We also better understood the extent of the role cinematographic historiography has in shaping our perception on past events. What I personally enjoyed most was the documentary ‘The Kindergarten Transport’, a not very spectacular account of some children who managed to escape the Holocaust by immigrating to Great Britain. What made it special to me was a 1 minute account of one of the children (now a man in his seventies), who with tears in his eyes said that it was clear for him that he suffered a lot, was often placed in immense danger and he is still alive only because God wanted him to live. But that God left him alive so that he will have children and in this way, so that the Jewish nation will live through him. This best emphasized for me the extent of the trauma and the role of collective in strengthening Jewish identity (the man was no longer afraid for what might have happened to him, but for might have happened to his nation).

I was never very good at finding the weaknesses of courses, and I do not think I might find one now, especially that I liked it. Perhaps a good ea would have bee to allow more time after the movies for consistent debates, since I would have liked to have the chance to talk more about the movies.
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