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I really enjoyed this class. I had never thought of post WWII Europe in terms of History, Memory, and Amnesia.  This perspective really opened up a new way of viewing history in Europe and the world.  The ability to shift perspectives between historians, memorians, and the way events are remembered by different actors is something that is not taught at my university in the United States. I know that the history that I learned of World War II was just that – history.  However, with members of my family having participated in the U.S. Military in the Pacific theater, I have no family memory of the war in Europe.  What I have are those stories from others that were involved in the European theater.   

The issue of who was involved, and how people remember things is quite a complicated process.  There are many different perspectives of those that were part of WWII.  In France, for example, the great “resistance” that has been engrained into the cultural psyche of its citizens has really begun to erode in recent years because most of the French citizens did not resist at all and conciliated the Germans.  Many of the French were bystanders to the deportation of the Jews to concentration, forced labor, or extermination camp.  While yet a few others actively participated in the removal.  Yet the national memory of France is that everyone was part of the Resistance and no one ever would have participated in the Nazi program to exterminate the Jews.

The end of World War II showed that the perpetrators & victims wanted to forget.  The victims needed to reconstruct their lives and some of them start over completely – with no family, friends, money, or any means of subsistence.  While many of the Jews that were exterminated by the Nazis identified themselves as a nationality rather then “Jewish” they began to come together again as Jews.  While the perpetrators wanted to blend in to the background in hopes that if they appeared to be part of the communist revolution, they would be safe from prosecution or worse.

The bystanders did not immediately come to focus until the late part of the 20th Century.  With focus having been on forgetting, then remembering, with perpetrators and then victims, the bystanders were forced to remember their roll in the Holocaust.  Much of this evaluation shocked the collective memory of societies – such as France.

While the German memory of WWII is that of neurosis, they remember things and collectively accept the guilt for the extermination of the Jews.  When I lived in Germany, there was very little talk about it.  I was curious to hear the historical and cultural perspective on the war and the holocaust, but there was hardly anything said about it.  However, the few chances I was able to discuss it were quite interesting. The flatmates of mine were both German.  One grew up and lived in East Germany, the other West Germany. They both had different perspectives on the Holocaust.  As the mate from East Germany described how they never really learned of the large numbers of Jews that were killed.  They emphasized the communist struggle and the political prisoners that were exterminated in the concentration camps.  He also said there was never any feeling of guilt or that they did anything wrong because it was “those” in West Germany that were guilty.  In a sense, continuing the struggle against the “fascist” West.  

However, the mate from West Germany had quite a different perspective.  She was taught that this happened to all of Germany.  It was Hitler and a few men that mobilized a nation to become blinded and follow him.  She emphasized over and over the culpability of that generation, but knew that her generation was not responsible.  However, she did not say much more.  They had a completely different view of the events, and their memory was quite different.

The class also had a media element that is not traditionally used in classrooms. The screening of films and short documentaries to illustrate how events are recalled was very stimulating.  With such films as Shindler’s List, and The Pianist, it provided a contrast of what really happened, and what Hollywood remembers.  One element that I will take away from this is to scrutinize further films and books. Schindler’s List was a very good movie. But was it true?  Many elements were changed or adjusted to fit the time allotted for the film. Can this give an accurate portrayal?  My guess is not…but I know that those films cannot possibly portray the events with enough accuracy to represent the truth – no matter how hard anyone tries.

The scale and construction of the Holocaust is too large for one person to be able to absorb.  This is a handicap for historians that want to research as accurately as possible the events.  Historians take an objective view of events, but when they are researching the stories and events of those that lived through the Holocaust, they get a filtered view.  The memorians forget or remember things based on time, place, trauma, and other elements that trigger a memory.  

The Jewish history that surrounds the Holocaust is quite strong.  I would almost say that the generations that have followed feel as though and have a memory of the Holocaust.  Not individual experience, but as a society, they all feel it and know it.  The continual remembrance of the Holocaust, with memorials, and museums, is a testament to keeping it alive for all to see and learn about.  Unlike the Armenian genocide, the Holocaust has been placed in popular culture (beginning in the 1970’s). This was done with TV mini-series shown all over the world.  This drew attention to the generation that was next removed from World War II.  The British showed the films from the liberations of camps and they were repulsed.  No interest at all in the subject was shown from the public. However, now there is widespread interest in the subject and it continues to be injected into modern day culture.

While I will go home knowing that there are still many grappling with the issue of the Holocaust, the class will offer a new perspective on how people recall events in the past. It offered me an opportunity to listen to classmates through discussion and presentations of literature.  I was able to see how films throughout the last half of the 20th Century recalled the events of World War II.  I learned much from this new perspective as it even makes me pause on how I remember other events such as September 11, 2001. I will go back to the United States with a fresh outlook on historical research and popular culture.    
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