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I have to start by recognizing that, before participating to the “History, Memory and Amnesia” course, what I knew about the Holocaust was that it is a historical event that took place in Europe between 1939 and 1945, and was started by the Nazi regime against the Jews. I was even wondering, to my shame, why are there so many burning debates on the Holocaust. Why is this subject so controversial? I mentioned this because what I want to emphasize is that I was never thinking in terms like “memory”, “identity”, or “amnesia” before. Now, these notions are the first coming into my mind when speaking on events like the Second World War or the Holocaust, and I think this is the main “fingerprint” this course put on me.

We found out that there are not absolute answers related to the Holocaust, not even what did it really represent – either the extermination of the Jewish population by the Nazi regime in concentration camps, as the Yad Vashem version states, or this phenomena involved also other victims like Poles, Soviets, gypsies, homosexuals, perpetrated by the Nazi not only in concentration camps. But, one would say, this was not a course on the Holocaust, but on how it is represented. And we saw that there are numerous representations of the Holocaust, more or less controversial, due to the fact that memories and identities are not fixed things, but representations or constructions of reality, subjective rather than objective phenomena. Thus we realized the importance collective or individual memories play in shaping one’s identity, be it that of a people, a nation, an ethnic group or a person.

Because nowadays everybody is claiming for its right to identity, it has become evident also the constructed nature of identities and their politicization. The so-called “assumed identity” and “official memory” of a nation represent precisely what it voluntary remembers or what society chooses to commemorate. The rest is amnesia. After the Second World War, for instance, many nations launched a massive effort to reject their past and construct a radical new future. Therefore, new memories required concerted forgetting or, in other words, collective amnesia: the post-war Germany felt itself, in a first phase, a victim of Nazism, trying to throw the responsibilities of the Holocaust only towards the Nazi leadership, Austria spoke publicly about its involvement and role in the Holocaust only in 1991, while France hardly accepted a serious discussion in the same manner on this subject in the ’80s-‘90s. All these demonstrate that societies tend to remember only what is more convenient for them, the political factor playing an essential role. A particular moment that proved once more that memory doesn’t represent image “conservation”, but rather image “reconstruction” was marked by the controversy known as “the Historikerstreit” in 1986 West German intellectual, as well as political, life, when questions of national identity have returned to the center of public discussion. At the basis of this “clash of the historians” have stood precisely the different interpretations given to the events in the Second World War.

We had also the chance to see such different approaches of the Holocaust by visualizing referential movies, either artistic or documentary, like Schindler’s List, The Dictator, D-Day to Berlin and Into the Arms of Strangers, emphasizing the individual memory of a group of persons (like those in Schindler’s List or Into the Arms of Strangers), of a D-Day witness, and even an ironic representation of the dictatorship and the beginning of the Jews’ persecutions in 1939 Germany, as they were perceived in those-days America. Although not all these representations contained harsh images, their impact was the same, and the message they transmitted was either not to let the past repeat, or a message of hope into a better future (The Dictator), or related to the fact that the Jewish people succeeded to survive at last, and had reborn itself from its own ash.

One could notice that this subject constantly returns into public opinion’s attention all over the world, even if sometimes many nations may wish to forget of it.  This proves that the theme is still alive in people’s collective memory, and that people are still searching for answers about those facts. The Holocaust was and remains one of the gravest problems of the civilized humanity. I think this issue must be approach objectively and, eventually, with scientific rigorousness, passing beyond any resentment or subjective justification. The very idea of exterminating an ethnic group only because of racism exceeds by far the atrocities that headed the bills with the horrors of the war. Neither the Inquisition, nor the medieval wars can be resembled through their effects with what the Holocaust meant for Jews, gypsies, practically for all those considered “undesirable” in the context of the Great Racial War waged by the millenary Reich for the structural regeneration of Europe. What is even more frightening is that it started in the hart of Europe, in a civilized world, in the 20th century. There are no excuses for such kind of phenomena. The right representation of the past, although it is extremely painful sometimes, plays the educational role of making us aware not to repeat its mistakes. This is the lesson we must learn from history. Assuming the past would be a proof of political maturity and may eventually lead to reconciliation with the less obvious aspects of ourself.
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