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“Remember… that which Amalek did to us; remember everything, do not forget for the rest of your lives, and pass on as a holy testament to the coming generations that the Germans killed, slaughtered and murdered us…”

It happened 60 years ago, far and away from our daily lives. Far and away from our universities, work places, families and hometowns. They say that almost six million people died during it. Yet, people die all around the world…There are only few survivors, generally old people about whom we hardly hear something. From now and then there are impressive ceremonies where you can see important statesmen, nicely dressed, with serious and meditative expressions on their faces paying their respect to the victims of the Holocaust…Even so…apparently…what is now labeled as “the Holocaust” has little to do with our every day existences as there is no more a Hitler among political leaders, no more SS officers to perpetrate and nevertheless, there is no World War taking place… 

So…why to remember the Holocaust? Why having and keeping alive the memory of such a terrifying and hard to even image event? 

The subsequent paper will try to find some possible answers to these questions, focusing on the European, American and Israeli history and experiences regarding the process of remembering and assuming the Holocaust.

Thus, as remembering implies the idea of memory, the first part of the paper will focus on what is memory, how it works and what is its main significance for both the individual and the community he is part of.

The second part will tackle upon the relationship between memory and the Holocaust, assessing the place the latter has in today European culture and civilization with a brief emphasis on the particular evolution of Europeans’ consciousness over the last 60 years regarding this subject. This part will present the reasons justifying the need for the existence of an everlasting memory of the Holocaust.

I. Remembering presupposes memory…

As we all know, the process of remembering implies the emergence, the existence and the working of memory. Therefore, in order to be sure that the Holocaust is remembered, one must make sure that there is a memory of the Holocaust. But what is memory? Scientifically speaking, memory is defined as “the process of recording, retaining and retrieving information”
 and is considered as one of the basic guarantees of our own existence, an element of paramount importance for individual identity, survival and adaptation to the surrounding realities. Thus, for each and every individual memory equals survival and self- preservation! Keeping the proportions, we may consider that the process goes the same for each community: memory matters, playing a crucial role in the identity building process for that community, in the way that community relates to other groups and, nevertheless, in the way that community blueprints its future.

When referring to communities, we usually speak about the so called “collective memory”, a long debated concept by historians and sociologists alike. One of the most convincing definitions and explanations of this concept belongs to the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, who defined it as “an elaborate network of social mores, values and ideals that marks out the dimensions of our imagination according to the attitudes of the social group to which we relate”
. Thus, individual memory is influenced, shaped, even reconstructed by the group (community) in which that person lives. Using the force and legitimacy of tradition reinforced by each and every commemoration, the community imposes over its constituent members a certain, specific representation of the past.

In this situation, the process of remembering, the existence of a memory regarding a past

event, be it the Holocaust or the Nazi dictatorship, becomes a much more sensitive yet intricate problem as it implies not only individual choices and decisions to assume and deal with a certain past, but also the decision of an entire community (in the case of the Holocaust of several states), common people and political elites alike. Furthermore, memory of the past becomes both a privilege and a responsibility of the ruling elites and decision makers, as they are the ones deciding what is to be officially commemorated, and thus established as being part of collective memory, what should be remembered and what should become part of the identity formation process of that specific community.


Considering all these, before approaching the actual issue of the memory of the Holocaust, several conclusions can be drawn regarding the process of remembering and the concept of memory.


First of all, remembering a certain past event, experience or phenomenon, implies the idea of the emergence and persistence of a “memory of it”. Considered as one of the essential elements for both individual and group survival, memory designates both a process of individual recollection of the past and a set of values, norms and ideals belonging to an entire group, according to which individual memories are to be reconstructed and shaped.


Secondly, taking into account the afore mentioned understanding of the “memory” concept, the following aspect comes as a logical conclusion: the issue of remembering the Holocaust and perpetuating a memory of it must be discussed upon by considering memory as a product of the community’ evolution, maturity and availability to assume a certain past.


Last but not least, when referring to memory and its significance for a certain group, one must understand that memory becomes a matter of power
 as well, because it represents a tool used by top level leaders in order to shape individual existences and by this to gain individual allegiances. Bluntly speaking, leaders use collective memory as a political leverage so as to dominate and rule a community. And from this perspective, the question of speaking and assuming the Holocaust can be interpreted as being an issue extensively decided at top political levels.


All these elements must be kept in mind when referring to the Holocaust because only in this way one can have a clear and deep understanding of the real stake of admitting, assuming, remembering and commemorating the Holocaust!

II. A brief insight into the Europeans’ “remembering process” of the Holocaust.


Once established what remembering means and how the memory of a certain past comes into being, before asserting the reasons in favor of the existence and persistence of  a memory of the Holocaust, a short look must be taken over the evolution of this event within European, American or Israeli consciousness in the last 60 years. Therefore, the paper will briefly point out some of the essential moments in the remembering and coming to terms with the past process in countries like Germany, France, USA or Israel.


Thus, generally speaking in the immediate aftermath of the World War II, trauma, fear of responsibility and guilt silenced both Europe and America as far as the experience of the Holocaust was concerned. The Americans were animating by the “Let’s go on with the things”
 credo, being more interested in reconstructing Europe and fighting the Communism than dealing with the Nazi past of a country that was becoming more and more important in the newly emerged circumstances of the Cold War. On the other hand, the Europeans were trying to move on as well, showing little or no interest at all in discussing a subject that could have shed the light on sensitive questions like “Who were the perpetrators?”, “Who were the bystanders?”, “Why there were bystanders?”, “Whose to be blame, along with the Nazi dictatorship, for the atrocities taking place all over Germany and Poland in the well known concentration and extermination camps?”, “Who collaborated with the Nazis?”. Meanwhile, the Israeli were facing important identity forming experiences as the state of Israel was created in 1948, while their priorities were to fight the Palestinians and not to deal with a trauma that couldn’t be used as a positive experience.


The wounds were too deep, the trauma was too recent, both individual and collective consciousness were too difficult to face, the political stakes were too high, the public openness to deal with tragedies was to little during this period so that there was a general state of oblivion regarding the Holocaust!


Another decade had to pass, new generations (not part of the World War II experience) had to come into both public offices, politics and academia so that the Holocaust and the Nazi past could be brought to the foreground and debated upon. Only in the 1960s Europeans started to have the courage to come to terms with the past, to discuss it and, eventually, to assume it. In West Germany for example, a new critical perspective over the past emerged while new trials took place (Frankfurt, Auschwitz)
 but the Holocaust as such was approached only beginning with the 1970s. Approximately in the same period the Holocaust became a core issue for Israeli as well, once the 1967 Eichmann trial was over and the 1973 war ceased. Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic, the Americans started to ask questions as well, this time about the Allies’ attitudes in the controversial issue of bombing the concentration camps. As a result, in 1978 the American President Jimmy Carter decided to found the President’s Commission on the Holocaust, having as main goal to inform and educate people about this tragic phenomenon
.


Little by little, Europeans, Americans and Israelis understood that “a nations’ identity is the totality of its past, the bad as well as the good”
, so that the Holocaust, its significance for Europe and its very nature (that of a genocide) became an important issue. Meanwhile, East Europe had to wait for the fall of the Communist regimes and the emergence of democratic and pluralist societies until the moment it could question its history. Despite expectations, East Europeans proved too immature to deal with their pre- Communist past being too absorbed with the process of forgetting their Communist one.


Still, what matters the most is that, in spite of the initial reluctance and fear to deal with issues such as the Holocaust or the Nazi dictatorship, Europeans, Americans and Israelis alike eventually ended up into transforming the former into “an absolute moral reference”
 and a unique cultural phenomenon as well.

Moreover, they finally decide to remember the Holocaust, to assume it: to commemorate it and mourn its victims, to stigmatize perpetrators, to speak publicly about “collective responsibility”
 for it and, nevertheless, to have a memory of it.

III. Why having and preserving a memory of the Holocaust?


So, after 6o years from its happening, after long lasting and never clearly ended debates, Europeans, Americans, Jews from all over the world decided to remember the Holocaust, to commemorate it, to write books and make films about it. In a nutshell, they decided to keep a memory of it!


As memory has to do with both the intricate laws of human nature and complex rules of politics, the reasons explaining the afore mentioned aspects are quite difficult to fully analyze and explain. Moreover, what matters the most is that there is a memory of the Holocaust !


Yet, question marks regarding this issue still remain so that, from once in a while, you start wondering: why keeping a memory of such a terrifying, hard to image and nevertheless sensitive event taking place six decades ago?

The subsequent lines will try to find some answers to the above stated question, by assessing all those elements explaining to a certain extent the persistence and maintenance of the Holocaust as a core issue in European, American and Israeli collective memories.


Thus, the first reason explaining the existence of this particular memory refers to a moral aspect. By perpetuating the memory of the Holocaust, Europeans, Americans and Israelis alike perpetuate first of all the memory of both its victims and survivors. By commemorating and mourning its victims, we officially and openly recognize their useless and irrational sacrifice, we pay our respect to all the sufferings they had to endure and we assume with each commemoration part of the guilt for the atrocities and crimes humankind was capable to commit along its history! From this perspective, keeping a memory of the Holocaust becomes almost a moral imperative for all those becoming aware of its existence!


Remembering such an event implies as well the explicit or implicit recognition if not of a collective guilt at least of a “collective responsibility” for what actually happened as “Most of the occupied Europe either collaborated with the occupying German force (a minority) or accepted with resignation or equanimity the presence and activities of the German forces (a majority)”.
Considering the tragedy of the Holocaust from a different time perspective finally gave Europeans the courage to publicly assume their part of guilt for what had taken place in the so- called “civilized core of Europe”.


From these two mentioned aspects a third element flows, justifying and moreover asking for a continuous memory of the Holocaust: it should be remembered as a reference point for understanding human nature in general, and how easily this nature can be seduced by the dangerous and merciless Evil! The particular ways in which perpetrators, victims or bystanders reacted during the Holocaust is one of the most important lessons mankind has to learn about itself and its vulnerabilities! Moreover, as the 1979 Report of the American President’s Commission on the Holocaust stated “Our remembering is an act of generosity, aimed at saving men and women from apathy to evil, if not from evil itself…Not to remember the dead now would mean to become accomplices to their murderers.”


From this perspective, the Holocaust remains as both a historical lesson (about the killing of the Jews) and a more general, almost universal one
 about what human nature has the worse in it, about what human nature is capable of in extreme circumstances, about how sensitive this human nature is to ideological pressure and strong propaganda.


At this point, another important element comes to the fore: the fact that the Holocaust has brought into discussion the importance of a strong civil society, able to keep politicians accountable for all of their political decisions and actions. From this perspective, the experience of both the World War II and that of the Holocaust proved how dangerous dictators can be, how powerful they can get, how destructively they can act. In these circumstances, maybe the most important political lesson the Holocaust has taught the civilized world is that power should never get in the hands of only one man or of a very small group of people, and that this possibility must be prevented by the creation and maintenance of strong and committed to democratic values civil societies.  


Nevertheless, the simple fact that the Holocaust took place in the civilized core of Europe raised real concerns about that possibility for similar tragedies to happen again in other areas “less civilized”, less developed and therefore more vulnerable to “extreme experiments” and atrocities. From this point of view, the cases of Rwanda, Sudan or former Yugoslavia are just few examples of how important is to keep the memory of atrocities alive so as to try to scare away the slightest form of violence. At least for all these essential moral and political lessons the Holocaust has taught us, it must be remembered and its memory kept alive, so that at least part of the once committed mistakes to never happen again. 

Yet, besides these moral and political considerations there are also some cultural-like aspects underlining the importance of having a memory of the Holocaust. The first aspect refers to the fact that remembering the Holocaust is an integral part of a more complex phenomenon of preserving the Jewish specificity
 and identity. The issue of the place of the Holocaust within the Jewish tradition and the place of the Jews within the entire Second World War story   became of paramount importance once it was discovered that after only two decades the truth about the Holocaust started to be increasingly perverted. For example, the American above mentioned  President’s Commission discovered during late 1970s that in Poland for example part of the murdered Jews had been officially “transformed” into Poles (so as to serve the Communist anti-fascist propaganda), while in France the Jews were considered as “Morts pour la France”, just as soldiers were.
 In the light of such discoveries, the issue of the Holocaust and of its appropriate and reliable memory became an important aspect for the very Jewish identity, which defined itself more and more in the light of the atrocities it had to endure during the Nazi dictatorship
. After all, Israel as a state came into being part as a direct consequence of the Holocaust experience.


Therefore, keeping alive the memory of the Holocaust became one of the core issues for the entire Jewish community that started to perceive the Holocaust as a collective experience which due to its dimensions and significance became an essential part of the Jewish identity. Thus, the preservation of this particular identity came to be closely interconnected with the existence of a memory of the Holocaust! And from this point of view, one might say that as long as there will be a Jewish community on earth there will also be a memory of what happened to the Jews during World War II! Nonetheless, the Torah encourages its reader to remember the Jewish past with all its good and bad experiences!


A similar yet less intense significance the Holocaust has for the European identity forming process. And there are good reasons to believe that, at least for some European countries the Holocaust turned out as one of those experiences that can be best labeled as “revealing” insofar their politics, societies and mentalities were concerned. For example there are at least three situations assessing the importance of the Holocaust for some European identities: the British reluctance to even mention the word “Holocaust” so as to avoid possible discussions about the English stance during the “appeasement politics” period or their refusal to negotiate with the Third Reich the fate of the Hungarian Jews; the French national trauma related to the existence of the Vichy regime and the large popular support it enjoyed; West Germans’ difficulty in dealing with their Nazi past and their incapability of letting it behind and of being proud , for example, of their economic performances during 1970s.


So, eventually, the Holocaust represents a defining identity experience not only for the Jewish community but for some European states as well! Remembering and assuming it becomes thus a necessary part of the self- awareness and self-acceptance process for countries such as Germany, France, Poland or even Romania!


Last but not least, the unique character of the Holocaust provides one more reason justifying the existence of its memory. Although a contested feature, this uniqueness is to be explained first in terms of geography: the Holocaust is unique as it took place in the civilized core of Europe being an exclusively European phenomenon. Second and maybe the most important reason for calling it “unique” refers to the fact that it was a massacre in which people were killed precisely for who they were and not for what they had presumably done
.


Moreover, the huge number of  victims and the “industrial” and efficient way in which killings were conducted provide even more reasons to label the Holocaust as being “unique” while explaining in the same time way humanity should remember it and should keep having its memory.

IV. So …why to remember the Holocaust?


Taking into account the above mentioned elements, several brief conclusions can be drawn regarding the reasons explaining the existence of a memory of the Holocaust.


First, we should remember it as it provides us with several moral, political and civic lessons. It taught us more about human nature and its vulnerability in front of the Evil and extreme propaganda, about dictatorships and the importance of keeping leaders accountable. Meanwhile, its memory provides us with the possibility to pay our respect for its innocent victims and to commemorate them. By doing this we have the opportunity   to assume part of the “collective responsibility” for the atrocities taking place 60 years ago in front of our grandparents.


Secondly, keeping the memory of the Holocaust is a sign of respect for the Jewish identity as this community considers this event as one of its defining experiences. Therefore, the Jewish community itself is highly interested in preserving this memory so as to show and explain the world an important part of what it used to be and what it is now.


Nevertheless, by remembering the Holocaust, Europeans as well have the chance to learn more about both their history and identity, as for postwar Germany, France or Poland the Holocaust remained an important issue always able to raise difficult question marks regarding politicians and common people attitudes towards both the perpetrators and their victims. Furthermore, the Holocaust experience provided Europeans with a unique opportunity to become more aware of their own identities, mentalities and reactions in extreme situations. Thus, the Holocaust gave Europeans the chance to learn more about them and their politics and societies. From this perspective, the memory of the Holocaust becomes a core issue not only for the Jewish but also for the European identity forming process.


Last but not least, the unique character of the Holocaust entitles and explains the existence and persistence of its memory! The huge number of deaths, the means used in order to exterminate and the reasons lying behind actions transformed it into a difficult to pass over event. Thus, considering the stake of remembering the Holocaust one can say that it becomes almost impossible not to keep a memory of it. After all, nobody wants for another politician to say not “Who remembers now the Armenian genocide?” but rather “Hey, who remembers today the Holocaust ?” and go on committing the same outrageous crimes.
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