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When investigating the development of historical remembrance of the residents of the town of Olsztyn in the period after 1945, I came across the issue of the impact of official state policy on the perception of history by the Polish people. In particular, it applied to the manner of building the perception of the history of Prussia in close connection with Poland’s history. Leaving aside the entire historical context, one can notice that, at present, the awareness of the fates of a place, its history leaves much to be desired. Hence, my even greater appreciation for the KARTA Center’s initiative to organize the exhibition on the “20th Century Europe: Faces of Totalitarianism” and the international seminar on “Communism and Nazism” providing an opportunity  to analyze the exhibition. 

The assumptions presented by the authors of the exhibition (meant as a permanent one) indicate that it is to follow two guidelines: to educate and commemorate. It presents the birth, development, culmination and fall of totalitarianism in its both National Socialist version (German) and the Communist one (Soviet) on the example of Poland’s history. This story, as the exhibition can perhaps be termed, is, as its authors have stressed, to be of a universal nature. With this assumption, it was both interesting and necessary, in the face of the universalistic attitude, to confront this point of view with the views of people outside Poland. The history of Germany (Professor Alexander von Plato), Russia (Professor Nikolai Ivanov), Romania (Michai Chioveanu, PhD), Austria (Professor Gerhard Botz) and Bohemia (Oldrich Tuma, PhD) was presented from this perspective. Scientists tried in their statements to present the issue of historical remembrance connected with the totalitarian drama, while referring later on to their perception of the exhibition and the question of its universal nature.

Summing up this discussion, one can say that the exhibition has been given a very good reception. Confronting the content of the exhibition with the historic remembrance of their nations, most speakers stated that it would be given a favorable reception in their countries. On the other hand, its universal nature was collectively undermined, with emphasis put on the differences in the history of individual states and different ways of coming into terms with history.

The assumption of the universal nature of the exhibition, or vision of history, is wrong for me as a historian, even though praiseworthy in this particular case. One should not assume a point of view taken from the perspective of one nation, and, then, refer it to the history of many societies. The history of every country is affected by a countless number of factors – what is this universalism supposed to mean, then? It should be pursued through a change of perspective, but, then, we would arrive at a different way of generalization, which, no doubt, would be very controversial. Could universalism be achieved at the axiological level? Yes, but, then, we are losing educational opportunities, arising when visiting the exhibition that cannot be toured without emotions. 

My own feeling is that the exhibition is an important undertaking. It commemorates what must not be forgotten, and this is where its value comes from. Confronting it with the history of other nations will not lead to making it universal, but may perhaps enhance the sense of seriousness and reflection that this history deserves.

