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The past can be an arduous legacy to cope with and whether we want to or not, we are deeply influenced by it. Although the subsequent statement will have the appearance of a cliché, it must be noted that the past holds an immense power over us, as it shapes our present and significantly determines how we respond to the future. Moreover, without the past, we (as nations, groups or individuals) would be deprived of the very essence of our existence- our identity.
 

The intriguing and stimulating character of this course resided in its inter-disciplinary approach of the Holocaust. All in all, the discussions surrounding the personal and collective character of memory, the way recollection bears on our sense of identity, the existence or lack of the “truth” of memory or history, the analyses of the way individuals and groups relate to the past through the use of history and memory have been inspirational and  captivating.

Since past events have no objective existence, but survive only in written records and in human memories, the consequence is that the past is whatever the records and the memories are in agreement upon. Recreated in whatever form is needed at the moment, a possible conclusion of the course in its entirety could be that the past often serves only for legitimating the political elites and their actions. 

In essence, due to the required and additional readings that I have amassed, one of the inferences that can be extracted is that no matter how vividly recalled or reproduced, the past is residual and progressively becomes more shadowy, lacks sensation and is destroyed by oblivion. Memories are also altered by revision, for we reinterpret some past events in the light of subsequent experience, knowledge and present need. In this case, the only certainty we have is that we will never be able to fully understand or explain the past, either through the use of memory or of history. Consequently, we are faced with relevant issues, such as what the useable past represents, what we ought to forget and what ought to remember. Simply put, memories are selective reconstructions of the past, based on subsequent actions and perceptions and on the ever-changing world around us.

As follows, no historical account ever corresponds precisely with any actual past event; what is significant is that both memory and history compress and exaggerate, as unique moments of the past stand out and details lose color. 

Thus, every representation of historical phenomena is relative.
 The course has called attention to the question of history and memory, forgetting and suppressing memories, political abuse and commemoration, in different countries, that were affected by the Nazi experience and by the Holocaust differently, with the aim of exploring the means by which postwar representations of the Holocaust were made through historiography, artistic movies and documentaries. It is important to note that the representation through visual arts has always been contradictory, and has stirred disagreements among scholars, concerned with the desirability of such representations. 
The educational process should undoubtedly be concerned not only with studying the Holocaust as an event per se, but also with pinpointing and examining the manifold causes that brought it about and with its consequences, which are deeply imbedded in the post-Holocaust history of the Jews and that of the states and societies that had a direct part to play in the afore-mentioned occurrence. Therefore, it is essential that courses on this topic be taught, as this way, we stand much better chances that the Holocaust becomes more of a warning than a precedent.
 

Moreover, one other aspect that this course shed light upon was the fact that if we consider the plan to exterminate the European Jewry as being that unique, then, as we are at an impossibility of comparing it to other more or less similar happenings, this event becomes unrepresentative for history in general. Notwithstanding, the plan was devised and then implemented by humans, for human reasons, as irrational as they may have been. Thus, without questioning in any way the extent of the atrocities that took place during the Holocaust, my contention is that we should understand it as being the outcome of an intricate set of circumstances, which, if not understood, explained and assumed properly, can prove a dangerous precedent. Thus, comparing the Holocaust with other events does not decrease its importance by any means, quite the contrary, as only by carrying out comparative studies we can determine whether all or some of its features were indeed unprecedented. In other words, I do not believe that comparing is trivializing. However, the way comparisons are conducted and the intentions of those that carry out this kind of research depends on a case-by-case basis and the findings of such examinations should not be taken for granted without first critically assessing the argumentation that is provided. Otherwise, some of us are bound to fall into the trap of deflective, selective complete denial of the Holocaust.
  

On the whole, one of the most noteworthy lessons that I have learnt thanks to this course and the manner in which it was taught was to never simply accept certain interpretations simply because they are the most widely recognized, but to pass everything I read through a filter and always be aware that no single interpretation or representation of the Holocaust is the best one or the most appropriate one. What this course has also made me realize is how important it becomes for analyses of the Holocaust to consider all forms of representation (artistic, historical and so on). These need to be taken into consideration, as they shape the image of the Holocaust both for the academia and the community. If we would simply reduce our perception of the Holocaust to historical representations, that would mean severely downgrading the intricacy of the event that later became a phenomenon. The fact of the matter is that it affected the lives of those directly involved in it (be they victims, perpetrators or bystanders) and of the generations that followed in ways that none of us will probably ever come to fully comprehend. 

Michael Stürmer’s assertion that "In a land without memory, the future is controlled by those who determine the content of memory, who coin concepts and interpret the past” (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, April 25, 1986) can be said to epitomize one of the core lessons that this course has offered. Stürmer was part of what was to become known as the ‘historians’ debate’ or Historikerstreit, a debate over the way the history of the Third Reich and the Holocaust are perceived. The disagreement concerned the advisability of placing the Nazi regime in a more general context and removing it from isolation. This is a perfect example of how history, memory and the relationship between them are of the essence for shaping the identity of a people.

In all honesty, I still do not know if my future career will be headed towards this field, but I have to admit that the more I read about this topic, the more captivated I become and the more questions I begin to ask myself. I have never been this motivated to read outside the mandatory readings, nor have I ever been this fervent about finding out all as much as I can about what has been written on topics such as fascism, anti-Semitism, the Holocaust per se, its memory or lack thereof, or about how this part of history has affected subsequent political regimes and their attempts at legitimizing their policies, or the nation- and identity-building of the European countries that have the memory of the Holocaust or refuse to come to terms with their past. 

What needs to be noted is that Nazism and the Holocaust should not be reduced to just some events that took place until 1945, but as phenomena that have left deeply entrenched legacies and that influenced the post-1945 European, Israeli experiences and not only. It follows that I have begun to seriously wonder why I am so attracted by the roots and effects of what has just been mentioned and if I should change the initial prospects that I envisaged when it comes to the career-path that I am to follow in the future. Nevertheless, whatever this direction may turn out to be, the indispensable issues that I have learnt owing to the way this course was guided will be of use regardless of the situation where they are applied. 

As follows, I consider that it is essential that I will hopefully be able to look behind the appearances, to stay away from articulating drastic opinions, to not judge without knowing the reasons for which people act the way they do, to avoid stereotypes or preconceptions as much as possible, to escape narrow-mindedness in as many instances as I can and to assess political discourses more critically. Naturally, I am also aware of the fact that we are deeply influenced by the surrounding environment, by traditions, by the education we receive, but I also happen to believe (as idealistic as it may sound) that some people can also shape the environment they live in and reduce to some extent the existing prejudices or intolerance. 

I fully realize that teaching this kind of course can be very demanding and time-consuming but not very rewarding taking into account the lack of preoccupation that nowadays students show, but I cannot help from looking at this situation from a very subjective point of view; it is the outlook of a student that is set on making a difference, but who is faced with a sheer lack of interest displayed by most professors and who needs a source of inspiration, motivation and of encouragement from the one(s) sitting in the lecturing desk.

Another lesson learnt due to this course and relevant for my forthcoming career is that events, people or societies are usually much more complex than definitions can encompass. Returning to the issue of the Holocaust, one of the debates that seemed the most attention-grabbing was the one that began from a question that seemed very simple at the onset, but which became very difficult to answer: “What was the Holocaust?”. Life has been and always will be substantially more complicated than any of its definitions; the same can be applied to the case of the Holocaust and to the definition(s) of genocide. I believe that none of the existent definitions can be considered as wholly illustrative of the event that they are allegedly describing and it would perhaps be unreasonable to expect that they become more than what definitions generally are: selective. Moreover, in the case under discussion, we are confronted with what seems an indescribable aspect: human suffering. No researcher or historian can objectively measure the anguish of one or millions of people, as I do not believe they are comparable. Who is to decide which type of suffering is more dreadful than the other? 

Conversely, we should understand that when confronted with a variety of contexts, comparative researches try to uncover the general causes of social and political phenomena, but they are forced to master concepts general enough to cope with the diversity of the cases under consideration
. Moreover, one of the essential aspects of the course under discussion was that it went beyond telling the facts to analyzing them and to pointing out the vital role that memory has in coming to terms with the past, as well as the fact that academic debates are of the essence. Progress is carried out by means of ideas, and debates are critical elements in ensuring that ideas are brought forth. On the whole, I believe that courses about the history, the memory and amnesia of the Holocaust should continue to be taught and it should be done in the same manner, as it is this kind of approach to teaching that motivates and attracts students. It would prove extremely useful if a similar course would be made on the case of the Gulag. A comparison between the two, however symmetric or asymmetric it would turn out to be, would be most welcome by a wide range of students. 

The only setback that comes to mind resulted from the lack of interest or lack of time of some of my colleagues, that were reflected in the way they presented the texts assigned to them. Most probably, many interesting debates were lost as a direct consequence of their inability to understand or to communicate the implications of the articles they presented. Perhaps one remedy would be to have a course only with students that are both interested and capable of fulfilling the tasks that are required of them, or to set some mandatory guidelines at the beginning of the course of how a good presentation should be carried out. I realize that this is a viewpoint would characterize or prove useful only for a small majority of students, and that in an era of “mass education” this outlook is seldom accepted, so I admit that this is a purely bias stance, that I consider would be useful to the category of students that I am a part of. 

Furthermore, I do believe that the course should continue in the same formula in respect to the movie screenings as well (though I realize it is extremely time-consuming on the part of the professor), because coming into contact with this sort of representations of the Holocaust, whether they involve a community (Schindler’s List) or an individual (The Pianist or Monsieur Klein) can greatly expand our understanding and knowledge of the subject. Nonetheless, we should never take them for granted; we should examine the circumstances that led to the making of the movies, to their purpose of instrumentalizing historical events and employing them as a basis for legitimating certain identity- related policies and so on. Related to this, I also believe that one of the differences that set apart the Holocaust and the Armenian Genocide for example is that the visual arts representations lacks in the case of the latter, while it is plentiful in the case of the former. 

All things considered, with the end of the 1960s, the Holocaust gradually developed into one of the most discussed, divisive and conflict-ridden fields of study of the entire history of mankind. Still, while this statement is common knowledge, one of the essential lessons that the course of “History, Memory and Amnesia in post-WWII Europe” has taught me was to no longer accept such clichés, but to search for the reasons that prompted such developments.  
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