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   Since the last decades of the twentieth century, Western Europe and 
North America have been living through a “memory boom.”  1   It is an 
open question whether this boom—or is it a bubble?—has spread to 
other parts of the globe. This volume focuses on cultural memory in 
Eastern Europe and its adjacent subcontinent, Northern Eurasia. To 
define this space, however, is notoriously difficult.  2   In the obsolete 
terms of the Cold War and postcolonial emancipatory movement, 
this was the core of what was called the Second World, which marked 
its difference from both the rich First World and the developing Third 
World.  3   Such a vision incorporates the former socialist states, from 
what used to be Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and East Germany all the 
way to Siberia (with its rich and much-ignored memory of the Gulag) 
and the eastern edge of the former Soviet Union. Yet the very act of 
stretching some kind of cultural entity from Prague to Vladivostok 
causes dissonance for many. The Czech writer Milan Kundera, author 
of the famous maxim “the struggle of man against power is the strug-
gle of memory against forgetting,”  4   wrote vociferous attacks on the 
“kidnapping” of part of Europe that really belonged to the West by a 
culture that belonged firmly in the Asiatic East.  5   In the twenty-first 
century, the immense space that used to be occupied by the Soviet 
Union and its involuntary satellites has no overarching political 
cohesion, cultural integrity, or even a geographical identity. The cre-
ation of an alternative, non-Soviet space by dissidents like Kundera 
was pursued precisely through underlining the distinctive memory 
culture of the victim nations of Central Europe that separated them 
from Russia.  6   The echoes of this separation persist, for example, in the 
Prague Declaration of 2008 condemning communist crimes; at the 
same time, however, there is no neat border between communities of 
memory across this region, say, between Russia and the rest of Eastern 
Europe. Complex mnemonic conflicts have unfolded within, as well 
as between states. While the memories that inhabit this phantom 
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space may clash and divide, the very fact that they are in constant, 
often antagonistic contact with one another creates a form of entan-
glement, which has the potential to produce both conflict and soli-
darity. “Knots” of memory, as Michael Rothberg has called them in 
this volume, often focus on the same events: on the nineteenth-
century competition among the European empires; the emancipat-
ing, utopian, and ultimately enslaving revolutions; two world wars 
that caused these revolutions and developed out of them; the direct 
or indirect reign of the Soviet Union with its egalitarian, internation-
alist theories and undemocratic, terrorist practices; and, finally, the 
postsocialist transformation with its programmatic inequalities and 
uncertainties. It is this complex but identifiable entanglement of East 
European memory, as well as its dangers and perspectives, that justi-
fies its exploration in one volume. 

 Our double purpose is to investigate the current state of East 
European memory—uneven, contested, and invariably rich—and 
to examine how the theoretical approaches and academic practices 
of Memory Studies can be applied and transformed in this region. 
Importing the memory boom into a new cultural context without 
interrogating the paradigm itself is, of course, impossible, and this has 
been the starting point for the current volume. While for scholars of 
Eastern Europe the volume will be valuable for the specifics discussed 
in each chapter, for scholars in Memory Studies it affords a new, dif-
ferent perspective on a paradigm that in recent years has become 
canonized in the West. Due to the regional focus of the Memory at 
War project, of which this volume is a product, the volume deals 
primarily with Poland, Russia, and Ukraine, though there are also 
chapters here on Latvia and Belarus.  7   The analyses provided here will 
also have resonance for scholars of the other former socialist states 
of East Central Europe and other regions, not least because a third of 
the chapters in fact has no single geographical focus, but operates on 
a consciously transnational scale. 

 Despite intraregional differences, contemporary Eastern Europe 
can be broadly characterized as postsocialist, postcatastrophic, and, 
as some of the chapters in this volume argue, postcolonial. Given 
this proliferation of “post-s,” it is no surprise that issues of mem-
ory, mourning, repentance, and redemption are pertinent. Before 
1989, memory was selectively suppressed by the socialist regimes of 
the region. The post-Stalinist periods of the Thaw and Stagnation 
in the Soviet Union coincided with what has gone down in global 



Introduction 3

memory as the central phase of the Cold War between the commu-
nist and Western worlds. Throughout this period, the memory of the 
victims of communism was preserved internationally, by American 
and European historians, activists, writers, and politicians, and by 
Soviet and East European dissidents and memoirists. As the legacies 
of Hannah Arendt, Isaiah Berlin, and many others can testify, the 
Cold War struggle against Soviet expansion was also a struggle for the 
historical memory of the victims of communist oppression. The Cold 
Warriors smuggled, translated, and published works by leading East 
European dissidents and writers; they produced magisterial pieces of 
scholarship such as Arendt’s  Origins of Totalitarianism  (1951) or Robert 
Conquest’s  Great Terror  (1968); and they gathered an amazing array of 
artworks, such as Norton Dodge’s collection that preserved precious 
pieces of art from the gulag. This large-scale work of mourning and 
preservation makes a great example of the cosmopolitan nature of 
modern memory, a point that one of the contributors to our volume, 
Natan Sznaider, has explicated in his studies of West European and 
Jewish memories.  8   

 When memory was booming in the West, however, it was being 
whispered in the East, as the Soviet Union and its satellite states 
invested much energy and violence into subjugating cultural mem-
ory to official history. Those who cultivated memory and mourning 
in divergence with official discourses found themselves in a lethally 
dangerous position. Take the case of Father Stefan Niedzielak, a Polish 
priest who campaigned for the right to mourn the victims of the 
massacres at Katyn and other sites in 1940, where the Soviet NKVD 
executed more than 20,000 Polish servicemen and civilians. After 
being repeatedly threatened and beaten, Niedzielak was murdered, 
probably by the secret police, in 1989, just months before the com-
munist regime in Poland fell. Yet while memory activists were still 
being persecuted in 1989 and later, one of the most important acts 
of memory of the twentieth century happened in the heart of the 
Soviet Union, as early as 1956, when the head of the Soviet state, 
Nikita Khrushchev, started the de-Stalinization process with his 
“secret” report to the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union. There was nothing coercing Khrushchev to confess 
other than his own guilty memory of the terror, and his fear that 
it could continue. The autonomous character of Khrushchev’s rev-
elations makes them unique, even unprecedented in the history of 
twentieth-century violence. 
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 Even after the chain of revolutions in Eastern Europe and the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, however, many areas of historical memory 
remained taboo. In the vast majority of cases, no professional ban 
was instated for former leaders of the communist parties or the secu-
rity officials of the Soviet or Eastern Bloc regimes. Only negligible 
compensation has been provided to those victims of Stalinist terror 
who have been officially “rehabilitated.” Many more of those who 
were robbed by the socialist regimes, such as the millions of collec-
tive farmers whose fates differed little from that of those who were 
sent to the gulag, never saw any form of compensation whatsoever. 
The situation regarding legislation on lustration, compensation, and 
archival access is different and, usually, more advantageous for vic-
tims in the countries of the former socialist bloc than in the former 
Soviet Union, but the application of these laws is often a fraught 
and complex process that serves as much to open old wounds as to 
heal them.  9   Ethical problems of the postsocialist archive fever have 
retained their tension through two decades. Films such as  The Lives 
of Others  by the German director Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck 
(2006), novels such as  Corrected Edition  by the Hungarian writer Peter 
Esterh á zy (2002),  10   and the real-life allegations of collaboration with 
the state made against figures such as Milan Kundera or the former 
Polish president and anticommunist hero Lech Wa łę sa relentlessly 
demonstrate the pain and power of memory in Eastern Europe. 
A more optimistic example is the career of Joachim Gauck: the son of 
a gulag survivor, a former East German civil rights activist and, after 
the unification, the federal commissioner of the Stasi Archives, he 
became the president of Germany in 2012. 

 With this volume, we submit that cultural memory has also 
“boomed” in Eastern Europe since the collapse of communism, 
though its peculiar forms and genres demand study in their own 
right. In contrast with memory in the West, this memory formation 
has not been dominated by the Holocaust and the Nazi conquest 
of Europe. The terrorist practices exercised by states against their 
own citizens in both the Soviet Union and its colonized domains 
in Eastern Europe have been just as important, often more so. The 
transition from the long socialist decades of secrecy and servility, to 
the neoliberal twenty-first century, with its mobility, crises, and cor-
ruption, has made East European memory challenging, even explo-
sive. Not only does East European memory have its own mnemonic 
dynamics and foci, but the cultural material of that memory is also 



Introduction 5

different from what has become commonly accepted in Western 
Europe. As Tony Judt put it, “The Western solution to the problem 
of Europe’s troublesome memories has been to fix them, quite liter-
ally, in stone.”  11   In Eastern Europe and Russia, this Franco-German 
solution could not be adopted. Instead, memoirs, novels, films, 
and fast-moving public debates about the past have outpaced and 
overshadowed monuments, memorials, and museums. This situa-
tion persists in Russia, but Poland, western Ukraine, and the Baltic 
states, for example, have seen a proliferation of new memory sites.  12   
Instead of giving the impression of a resolved past, however, these 
new museums and memorials often seem fluid, controversial, and 
troubling. Though energies of mourning and memory are high, there 
is also a widespread dissatisfaction with their realization, a feeling 
that memory is out of balance, though no normative description of 
what “balance” might look like is available. These tortured, warped 
memory developments have been quite different from the public and 
consistent narrative of the Western memory boom, which centers 
on German contrition for the Holocaust and the Second World War. 
In this sense, East European countries are closer to West European 
countries such as France and Spain, Israel, or to many postcolonial 
countries whose processes of memory and mourning have also been 
suppressed and convoluted.  13   The volatile nature of East European 
memory was dramatically underlined in the air crash that killed 
many of Poland’s leading public figures, including its president, in 
April 2010, as they flew to commemorate the seventieth anniversary 
of the massacre at Katyn. The eerie coincidence of the tragedy at the 
site of the massacre of Poland’s elites 70 years earlier shook Polish 
society to the core, and transformed Russian-Polish relations, gen-
erating a wave of new contested memory sites and narratives that 
shows no sign of stabilizing.  14   

 The chapters in this volume cover mnemonic phenomena as 
diverse as cemeteries and cafes, monuments and novels, works of 
art and social networking sites. Like a computer, cultural memory 
is dependent on the balance between “hardware,” which is fixed in 
stone (monuments, museums, etc.), and “software,” which exists in 
texts (historical, literary, cinematic, and others).  15   It is still common 
practice to analyze public memory via its monuments, memorials, 
and museums; yet printing, digital technologies, and other meth-
ods of mass reproduction of texts have largely deterritorialized cul-
tural memory, particularly in recent years. While the Jewish Torah, 
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medieval manuscripts, or memorials and museums are singular, 
located in sacred spaces, and function as hardware monuments as 
well as software texts, many modern arts of memory are neutral to 
space. Often describing specific sites, they do not have locations 
themselves: mechanically or electronically reproduced, they are avail-
able in many places at once. 

 Still dependent on space, modern memory is also structured by 
time. Its temporal units are memory events, which we define as acts 
of revisiting the past that create ruptures with its established cultural 
meanings.  16   Memory events unfold in many cultural genres, from 
funerals to historical debates, from museum openings to court pro-
ceedings, from the erection or the destruction of a monument to the 
announcement of archival  fi ndings,  fi lm premieres, novels, exhibi-
tions, and websites. These events are simultaneously acts and prod-
ucts of memory. They have their authors and agents—initiators and 
enthusiasts of memory—who lead the production of these collective 
events in the same way that  fi lm directors make their  fi lms. Memory 
also has its promoters, as surely as it has its censors and foes. Memory 
events are secondary to the historical events that they interpret, usu-
ally taking place years or decades later. Sometimes, a memory event 
attains the signi fi cance of a historical event, therefore, blurring the 
distinction between the two. But there are important differences. 
Historical events tend to be singular while memory events rarely are. 
Memory events repeat themselves in new, creative but recognizable 
forms, which circulate in cultural space and reverberate in time. 

 Memory events operate within relevant communities, and they 
change how these communities remember, imagine, and talk about 
the past. They are performative, and can be understood in the light of 
Habermas’ theory of communicative action.  17   The impact of a mem-
ory event on a community depends on its truth claims—on whether 
the community perceives it as generating a true account of the past; 
on its originality claims—on whether the community perceives it as 
new and different from the accepted version of the past; and on its 
identity claims—on whether the community perceives the chang-
ing vision of the past as central to its identity. Complex relations 
that need more research and theorizing connect these three compo-
nents—truth, originality, and relevance—though their synergies are 
usually evident. While relevance derives from the perceived truth 
and originality, we know how many documents in historical archives 
are authentic but irrelevant. In many uncertain cases, relevance and 
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originality dictate questions about truth. Though cultural memory 
can sometimes be activated by texts that do not claim truth, such as 
fictional novels or films, public judgment on historical truth largely 
defines reception of these texts, particularly when they are perceived 
as game-changing and identity-relevant. Among many examples of 
contested interpretations of memory events and the resulting pub-
lic judgment are a series of fake memoirs of the Holocaust, starting 
with Binjamin Wilkomirski’s book  Fragments: Memories of a Wartime 
Childhood , which caused a sensation when it was published as an 
authentic memoir in 1995, but was then debunked by a critical 
reader and is now largely forgotten; detailed arguments of the pro-
Stalinist deniers of the Katyn crime, which caused active debates in 
the Russian press and the Duma but were largely rejected first by 
historians and then by the public; or multiple conspiracy theories of 
the causes and meaning of the Smolensk catastrophe of 2010, which 
have been debated in Poland. Complex genres such as the historical 
novel or film can have truth claims, even if they fictionalize. This 
is in fact what lies behind the novels of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn or 
J ó zef Mackiewicz, or the films of Andrzej Wajda or Aleksei German. 
Presenting fiction, they aim for truth, and in fact convince the pub-
lic that they get closer to historical reality through reimagining it, 
effectively emancipating the task of historical memory from the cold 
and fragmentary nature of historical documents. 

 The East European memory shift from monolithic and unquestion-
able memorials fixed in stone to the predominance of cultural texts 
and complex, polemical memory sites is not unique. On the contrary, 
the instability or lack of memorial sites and the predominance of 
memory events are characteristic for the whole postcolonial world of 
the twenty-first century. “Provincializing Europe,” a theoretical shift 
from sites of memory to memory events has the potential to cor-
rect the traditional Western European bias in the booming discipline 
of Memory Studies, alerting it to the new, global dimensions.  18   The 
postsocialist and postcolonial worlds tend to overlap, as Kevin Platt, 
Dirk Uffelmann, Michael Rothberg, and Simon Lewis demonstrate 
in this volume; in both, long suppressed and still painful memories 
come to the fore, freed from the constraints of censorship and rekin-
dling old conflicts. 

 Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, divergent memories of the 
Romanov and Habsburg empires, Stalinism, the Second World War, 
and the postwar period of “mature socialism” split Russia, Ukraine, 
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and other post-Soviet states. The countries of East Central Europe 
also began their memory wars with the USSR’s perceived successor, 
the Russian Federation. Suppressed memories of interethnic vio-
lence resurfaced in relation to cases such as the Volhynia massacres 
of Poles by Ukrainian underground forces in 1943,  19   or the Jedwabne 
massacre of Jews by Poles in 1941.  20   Other national traumas also 
came to the fore, such as the Soviet deportations from the Baltic 
countries during and after the Second World War,  21   the Holodomor 
(the artificial famine of 1932–33) in Ukraine,  22   or the Katyn mas-
sacre, which has grown into an overwhelmingly powerful symbol 
of Poland’s suffering at the hands of the USSR.  23   Memories of the 
twentieth-centur y man-made catastrophes continue to cause con-
troversies inside and between the states of Eastern Europe and the 
former Soviet Union, with no sign of the conflicts abating.  24   The 
pan-European controversy of the Armenian genocide, a paradigmatic 
case of such a catastrophe, with an imminent memory war and a cos-
mopolitan political response, has become a historical prototype for 
many Eastern European developments.  25   

 The processes of reevaluating and reexperiencing the twentieth 
century brought into being new narratives of victimhood for the 
states of Eastern Europe, yet also raised the uncomfortable ques-
tions of collaboration and coparticipation. Before the recent arrival 
of the memory boom in Eastern Europe, the stories of Belarusians, 
Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, Poles, Ukrainians, and others, who 
had suffered during the Second World War and in its aftermath as a 
result of Soviet and Nazi policies, as well as of Western geopolitical 
games with the Soviet Union, had been left out of Western memory. 
These societies set about an energetic and bitter quest to correct this 
imbalance, culminating in recent years with the promotion by some 
of the new members of the European Union of the “double genocide” 
theory, which combines the totalitarian crimes of Hitler and Stalin 
into a single metanarrative of state violence.  26   However, specific his-
tories of the Holocaust in the countries of Eastern Europe and the role 
their inhabitants played in the massacres of the Jews (something that 
had been effectively obscured by communist propaganda and wil-
ful amnesia) are still waiting to be fully acknowledged.  27   To an even 
larger extent, the same bitter truth about local collaborators has been 
revealed in the historical and memorial work on the Soviet oppres-
sion in the region. While much has been done to develop a picture of 
the past that incorporates both victimhood and culpability, resistance 
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to recognizing the latter has often been fierce. The way these events 
are selectively remembered, forgotten, and contested cannot be 
understood through the established Western European paradigm. 
This paradigm needs to be adjusted, even rethought, to allow for the 
numerous complications that are brought to the European memory 
table by postsocialist countries. 

 As they travel through Eastern Europe, the fundamental concepts 
of Memory Studies are challenged and changed.  28   In North America 
and Western Europe, trauma theory has supplied many scholars of 
memory with their favorite idioms, but it does not seem to be equally 
applicable in the East of the continent. A subject who has suffered 
a trauma cannot represent the traumatic situation; this representa-
tional inability is precisely what constitutes trauma.  29   However, in 
many tragic situations in Eastern Europe we see that the moment 
of loss is in fact remembered all too well, though it has often been 
impossible to discuss and commemorate this loss publicly. It is not 
the traumatic misrepresentation that characterizes many develop-
ments of postwar, postsocialist, and postcatastrophic memories, but 
rather recurrent, even somewhat obsessive remembrances of the loss. 
In their attempt to theorize these processes, many scholars of East 
European memory have increasingly turned to the Freudian concept 
of mourning.  30   Trauma is a response to a condition that has been 
experienced by the self; mourning is a response to a condition of the 
other. Unlike trauma, mourning is an active, realistic, and healthy 
process. In contrast to trauma, a concept that is defined by misrepre-
sentation of the past, mourning is all about holding on to it, remem-
bering, representing, and reenacting. Having its limits in time and 
intensity, mourning has its interminable counterpart, melancholia, 
though the boundary between them is uncertain. Relations between 
private and public processes of mourning, as well as the constant 
danger of slipping into destructive melancholia, are central to the 
chapters in this volume. 

 Remembering its losses, a postcatastrophic culture lives on through 
the subsequent generations, as the survivors who struggle with their 
traumas give way to the descendants who mourn the victims of the 
catastrophe. In this context, we can understand Marianne Hirsch’s 
influential concept of “postmemory” as part of the process of mourn-
ing, rather than of trauma or the posttraumatic.  31   The alternative idea, 
that trauma—with its subtle psychological dynamic—can be passed 
down through generations, is difficult to verify in a situation that 
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sees cultural means of intergenerational transmission—novels, films, 
Internet sites, historical debates—actively produced, easily accessible, 
and enthusiastically consumed. 

 Although the conditions of mourning and trauma involve very dif-
ferent relations to representation, they both involve repetition. In 
mourning as well as in trauma, the subject obsessively returns to cer-
tain experiences of the past, and these returns can obstruct this sub-
ject’s ability to live in the present. On the stage of postcatastrophic 
memory, the dialectics of repetition and remembering produce warped 
imagery, which combines the analytic, self-conscious exploration of 
the past with its reverberations and transfigurations. Thus reenact-
ments merge with remembrances in creative forms that can be naive 
or sophisticated, regressive or productive, influential or isolated. 

 Those who shape cultural representations of both the Nazi 
Holocaust and Stalinist Terror today often belong to the third post-
catastrophic generation. They do not have their own memories of 
these events, and increasingly rarely have access to traumatic pasts 
via family stories, photographs, or artifacts. However, new genera-
tions operate within the public sphere, with its multimedia, mul-
tigeneric, and cross-generational cultural products that effectively 
shape our postmemories.  32   In post-Holocaust Europe, the process of 
mourning embraces the descendants of both victims and perpetra-
tors, and with the passing of generations, their mutual hatred has the 
potential to be transformed into a coparticipation in mourning. As 
the chapters by Jay Winter, Aleida Assmann, and Natan Sznaider in 
this volume argue in their different ways, memories of the Holocaust 
have helped shape a new, potentially pan-European culture of human 
rights.  33   This worldly, cosmopolitan memory has important, though 
often overlooked, East European dimensions to both its historical ori-
gin and its continuing development. Memories of the gulag, famines, 
and other socialist atrocities have also contributed to the formation 
of Western ideas of human rights.  34   Less recognized than the impact 
of the Holocaust, these influences of the East European experience on 
Western thought open a new vista for transcultural studies.  35   

 Cultural memory is a living realm that changes with history, and 
Eastern Europe is a fascinating laboratory in which to study cultural 
memory in action. Various cultural texts—works of history that claim 
truth, works of fiction that do not (e.g., historical novels), and genres 
with unverifiable validity (e.g., memoirs)—are crucial genres of mem-
ory. The Soviet and other socialist regimes of Eastern and Central 
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Europe aimed at making cultural memory, like legitimate violence, a 
monopoly of the state. In a democratic society, various institutions 
compete in patroling the borders between truth and myth in the rep-
resentation of the past. With the passage of generations, these borders 
shift and curve, as the creative yet warped processes of intragen-
erational mourning take hold. These multidirectional dynamics of 
memory in action become important parts of cultural history, worthy 
of study in their own right. 

 Establishing a new dialogue between scholarship from Eastern 
and Western Europe, the chapters in this volume demonstrate that 
the study of memory is a crucial element of any understanding of 
Europe—its past and present, failures and successes, diversity and 
integration. Looked at from the East European perspective, the mem-
ory boom appears in a new light. The fraught memory landscapes of 
Eastern Europe cry out for more engagement with the critical perspec-
tives of Western memory scholars. With its double task, this volume 
sets out to illuminate the specifics of East European memory struggles 
and breathe new life into Memory Studies through confronting the 
discipline with the tensions of Eastern Europe. 

 * * *  

 The three contributors who open this volume, Aleida Assmann, Jay 
Winter, and Natan Sznaider, have been among the most important 
voices in Memory Studies in recent years. Renowned for her work on 
German and Western European memory, Aleida Assmann here turns 
her attention eastward. Starting her narrative with the problems of 
establishing a museum of European memory, she scrutinizes two 
polar though indispensable parts of this future museum—memories of 
Nazism and Stalinism, of the Holocaust and the gulag. Though in the 
twenty-first-century Europe is stumbling on issues that go far beyond 
its memory politics, Assmann maintains that the very institution of 
the European Union has preserved its meaning as a great memorial 
construction, a monument to the human ability to transcend divi-
sions and forgive crimes, even those as monstrous as the crimes of 
Nazism and Stalinism. In a series of symmetrical questions that she 
addresses to the Eastern and Western parts of Europe, Assmann asks 
whether it is possible to consolidate divergent European memories 
into one coherent pan-European narrative or museum. Moreover, 
Assmann formulates some normative conditions that define how 
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these memories might coexist in a productive dialogue about Europe 
and its future. 

 In his chapter, Jay Winter outlines just how important the turn 
toward memory has been in postwar Europe. The cultural shift that 
saw memory take center stage has brought about a profound shift in 
how European societies perceive war, and has also played an impor-
tant role in the consolidation of the discourse of human rights. 
Today, human rights are paramount in Europe, and war is seen as an 
aberration; without the discourse of memory that grew up around the 
traumas of the twentieth century, it is difficult to imagine that this 
situation would have come about. Exploring the globally recurring 
conjunction between human rights and historical memory, Winter 
suggests the increasing relevance of these interrelated concerns to 
Eastern Europe. In countries such as Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine, 
where human rights are precarious, their violations are historically 
rooted, and the campaigns in their defense are haunted by the mem-
ories of state terror. In this context, Winter’s view of memory’s role 
in underpinning the very concept of human rights takes on an extra 
complexity. 

 Natan Sznaider’s chapter also deals with the role of memory in the 
emergence of human rights discourse. Sznaider raises the question of 
the paradox between the universality of this discourse and the spe-
cific nature of the Jewish experience that gave birth to the concepts 
of human rights, collective guilt, and crimes against humanity. While 
some factions in Eastern Europe may see memory politics as being 
dominated by the particularity of Jewish experience, Sznaider shows 
that it was its effacement that helped European universalizing princi-
ples to emerge. Sznaider posits the question of how far Jewish cosmo-
politan memory can be adapted as a model in other cultural contexts, 
and how far it must be seen as specifically Jewish. This question of the 
acceptance and internalization of Jewish experience, its use as meta-
phor or model, is a key element of East European memory debates. 
Opened in 2012 as a result of the fruitful collaboration between 
Russian, American, and Israeli historians, the new Jewish Museum 
in Moscow, which is advertised as the largest in the world and, in 
fact, presents the Jewish experience in sincere, rich, and sophisticated 
ways, demonstrates that this cosmopolitan thinking has found its 
way even into some of the most resistant environments. 

 The chapters by Assmann, Winter, and Sznaider present a chal-
lenge to the emerging subdiscipline of East European Memory 



Introduction 13

Studies. These authors set out ideas that beg to be grasped by schol-
ars of and from the region. How do the memory cultures of Eastern 
Europe interact with the ideas of European unity, human rights, and 
democracy, based in cosmopolitan, transnational, and universalized 
memories? Can the East European memory cultures be placed within 
these frameworks? Can they or should they consciously orientate 
themselves toward them? Do these ideas, born of the Western tradi-
tion of Memory Studies, require revision or adaptation in the East 
European context? Are they undermined or confirmed by these new 
encounters? 

 The second group of chapters in the volume brings ideas from 
Postcolonial Studies, which were also developed outside Eastern 
Europe, to bear on its memory. Not only do these chapters contribute 
to the still nascent East European postcolonial discourse, they also 
perform an important metatheoretical function. As Michael Rothberg 
notes, combining Memory Studies with postcolonial discourse cre-
ates a heuristic link that has not been sufficiently explored. 

 Michael Rothberg’s chapter takes one of the most painful sites 
of memory in Eastern Europe as its central “knot of memory”: the 
Warsaw ghetto. In 2013, the site of the former ghetto witnessed one of 
Poland’s most important mnemonic developments—the opening of 
the large Museum of the History of Polish Jews. For decades, mem-
ory debates have been focused on the site and the narratives of the 
ghetto, but Rothberg demonstrates that they have resonance beyond 
Polish-Jewish memory. Tracing the “multidirectional” dynamics of 
memory that converge on the Warsaw ghetto, Rothberg shows that 
they integrate the story of the ghetto, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
memories of slavery and black human rights struggles, and the expe-
rience of Turkish immigrants in Germany. The result is a mnemonic 
dialogue across various postcolonial contexts that forces us to rethink 
the functions of cultural memory. Dirk Uffelmann’s chapter explores 
the relations between Poland and postcoloniality in the contempo-
rary academic discourse. Offering a meticulous analysis of Polish aca-
demic debates on the relevance of Postcolonial Studies to Poland, 
Uffelmann’s chapter asks challenging questions as to what exactly 
Poland’s place is—that of former colony, which is the more accepted 
view, or that of former colonizer with regard to its lost eastern territo-
ries; or perhaps both of these at once. Uffelmann also demonstrates 
how theory itself can become a component of memory discourse: 
the very question of whether and how to use postcolonial theory 
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in the Polish context is shown to depend on the memory politics 
of the theorist. In this way, theory  becomes  memory. In his chapter, 
Kevin Platt performs a provincialization of Europe by examining 
the various memory cultures that intersect in contemporary Latvia. 
Platt’s chapter not only speaks to the intricacies of Latvian memory, 
but also reveals the complex histories and discursive strategies that 
underlie the deployment of concepts such as Europeanness, moder-
nity, colonization, occupation, and civilization. Platt’s chapter draws 
together the explicitly local and the supposedly universal, demon-
strating through careful reference to Latvian particularity that what 
we assume to be universal in European memory is often merely a 
privileged articulation of the provincial. 

 As we have already discussed, the cultures of memory and mourn-
ing that are today so powerful across East Central Europe and Russia 
result from the unprecedented levels of violence experienced in the 
region during the twentieth century. Uncounted or misrepresented, 
the dead do not lie in peace, but are constantly invoked in political 
rhetoric. They appear regularly, as the undead, in films, novels, folk-
lore, and other cultural products. Yet their return is also quite literal 
and physical. Exhumations of sites of mass murder that happened 
during the Second World War and the Stalinist “peaceful decades” 
are still carried out to this day, sometimes with much controversy. 
Mourning for these dead is often difficult, complex, and incomplete. 
A section of this volume deals with the issue of the dead and their 
absence and presence in contemporary Eastern Europe. 

 Andrzej Nowak reflects on the ethics of the political utilization of 
the memory of the dead. Scrutinizing the history of a monument 
built in 2009 to mark the graves of unknown Red Army soldiers from 
the Battle for Warsaw in 1920, Nowak explores wider Polish-Russian 
relations through the politics and policies of memory. Nowak’s ques-
tions about the identities of the dead and the responsibilities of the 
living resonate with the next chapter by Uilleam Blacker, which 
examines how East European literature, culture, and urban life 
reflect the absences left by communities destroyed or displaced as a 
result of the Second World War. The chapter asks whether it is pos-
sible to incorporate the memory of the dead or vanished others into 
our own memories, or whether these others can only represent an 
unsettling and alien absence in a contemporary city. Exploring the 
cultural memory of contemporary Belarus, Simon Lewis develops a 
framework for understanding the legacy of nation-wide catastrophe, 
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including the overlapping effects of multiple waves of colonization 
and mass murder. A postcatastrophic literature in Belarus is devel-
oping hybrid forms that aim not so much to reclaim the lost past, 
which is an impossible task, but to come to terms with its infinite 
difference from the present by offering images of ghosts, graves, and 
other accessories of the dead. Creative and mournful, these forms of 
memory move beyond political and linguistic borders, shaping cos-
mopolitan memory in the heart of Eastern Europe. 

 The final section of the volume offers three innovative ways 
of approaching post-Soviet memory cultures. Offering an analy-
sis that crosses the Russian-Ukrainian border, Ellen Rutten’s chap-
ter focuses on the Internet, reexamines the classical questions of 
Memory Studies, and argues that the study of memory and forget-
ting in Eastern Europe must engage with digital media. In Russia, for 
example, the digital sphere is one of the few spaces in which alterna-
tive, nonofficial memories are voiced and debated in conditions that 
approximate the Habermasian public sphere. Polemically, Rutten also 
shows how some key assumptions of digital Memory Studies, based 
overwhelmingly on Western experience, do not stand up to scrutiny 
when placed in the East European context. 

 In the next chapter, Andriy Portnov takes a panoramic look at 
contemporary cultural memory in Ukraine and explores the political 
and social factors that have shaped its dynamics in the post-Soviet 
period. Portnov challenges views that reify an image of Ukraine as 
split between irreconcilable differences in regional memories. He 
argues that the country’s complex identities represent a pluralism of 
foundational images, which are frequently used and abused in politi-
cal battles. Thanks to its inherently fractured and shifting nature this 
Ukrainian formation of memory resists the state monopolization 
more successfully than has been the case in Russia and Belarus. 

 Ilya Kalinin interprets the state-sponsored politics of history in 
Putin’s Russia with the provocative metaphor of the past as a “natu-
ral resource,” a limited and precious store of identities and values that 
the Russian authorities exploit in their zero-sum struggles with their 
own citizens and the West. Through a close reading of recent political 
discourse, Kalinin demonstrates the aggressive shift in Russian poli-
tics toward the active appropriation of the past. 

 The twenty-first century has revealed unexpectedly deep fissures 
within the European Union. Having invited its poorer neighbors 
in the East to join its privileged community, Europe has begun to 
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reexamine itself in the face of the economic downturn. As the chap-
ters that open this volume demonstrate, Europe is a community of 
memory. When the European Union admitted its forgotten cousins, 
the former socialist states, it had not counted on the divergent memo-
ries that they would bring. For decades those cousins and their mem-
ories had been locked behind the Iron Curtain, and so Europe was 
safe to build itself on a selective version of its past. In the late 1980s, 
those eastern countries were released from confinement, and after 
2004 they began to make themselves at home in the European house. 
In addition, new, even more distant and strange relatives appeared 
on the new eastern borders of the European Union, with even more 
fractured, frightening, and outlandish memories. This influx of mem-
ories is forcing Europe to reexamine its settled imagery and to ques-
tion just how adequate its self-image really was.  36   With recent crises 
inside “Old Europe” itself, that reexamination has become all the 
more urgent. Europe needs to rethink its memory, identity, and what 
is called its “project”—the European past, present, and future—in the 
face of global economic turmoil, shifting power relations, and the 
embattled, and sometimes antagonistic, memories that dominate its 
various parts. In order to reconfigure itself, Europe will have to face 
the fragmented, warped mirror of its accumulated memories. While 
it may be held up by the countries of Eastern Europe, that mirror 
ultimately reflects the image of Europe as a whole. The survey of the 
dynamics of East European memory represented here will enhance 
our understanding of this process of European self-reflection.  
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   After the fall of the Berlin Wall, European politicians developed the 
idea of a European Museum in Brussels. A group of professional 
experts was commissioned to plan a site that would tell the transna-
tional citizens of the European Union (EU) who they are, where they 
come from, and what connects them. A team of experts, with the 
Polish-French historian Krzysztof Pomian as the head, started to work 
on the design of a European Museum in the 1990s. The opening of the 
museum, however, had to be postponed several times. The emblem-
atic date 2005—60 years after the end of the Second World War and 
55 years after Robert Schuman’s declaration on May 9, passed without 
a symbolic event. In 2007, an exhibition with the title “C’est notre 
histoire” was opened in Brussels, featuring the visitor of the exhibi-
tion as a prominent actor. In 2008, a fresh start for the museum was 
made by appointing a new team and choosing a new name for the 
project. The central focus is to be the history of European unification 
after 1945 up to the present. Rather than looking back into divisive 
national pasts it was now decided to tell the story of new alliances and 
the shared resolve to look forward to a common future. The current 
team is working under a definite deadline; the museum in Brussels, 
now named “House of European History” after its model, the German 
“Haus der Geschichte” in Bonn, is to open in 2014. 

 A glance at this complicated history of creating a European museum 
already conveys a sense of the problems and complications that arise 
when the 28 member states of the EU have to agree upon a shared ver-
sion of their histories. It was Marcel Proust who created the neat dis-
tinction between voluntary and involuntary memory. Following this 
distinction, one might have supposed that the top-down European 
Museum at Brussels is voluntary memory in the process of being 
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constructed. As we have seen, however, such a plan proved unfea-
sible. Given the massive and extended periods of violence in the his-
tory of Europe, this past is far from being agreed upon and mastered; 
on the contrary, it continues to haunt the present with periodical 
eruptions and controversies, scandals and taboos. Despite the scru-
pulous ongoing work of historians, there is as yet no end in sight 
to occasions for renewed collisions and contestations along national 
borders when it comes to interpreting, representing, and commemo-
rating the European past. The long shadow of Europe’s violent past 
is continued in a number of fault lines, subsumed under the head-
ing of Europe’s “memory wars.” Given this troubled legacy, it makes 
much more sense to start in 1945 and to focus on the consolidation 
of Europe rather than descending into the deep and troubled well of 
Europe’s past. Even today, 68 years after the Second World War, we 
have ample evidence that the traumatic events related to that war 
have not vanished into the past and sunk into oblivion but continue 
to engage and enrage European citizens in various ways. Fortunately, 
it is also true that there are many dimensions in which Europe has 
already irreversibly grown together and is becoming an unquestioned 
reality for its citizens who enjoy the normality of unrestricted travel-
ing, of business transactions, of university collaborations, of study 
programs, tourism, and the media hype of popular song contests. The 
memory of the Second World War, however, is still very much present 
as an involuntary one and a subliminal but firm reference point for 
many Europeans, not for those of the older generation alone. 

 To illustrate the mental and emotional divisions in European 
memory, let me insert here a piece of everyday evidence. It is a 
conversation that I recently had with a Polish mathematician over 
breakfast in a student’s residence at Madrid. He was attending a con-
ference on mathematics, while I was involved in a conference on 
memory. “Memory, what is that?” he asked curiously, “Psychology? 
Medicine?” I explained to him that not only individuals remember 
but that a whole field of studies has recently evolved around deal-
ing with the impact of (violent) pasts and the use of memories by 
groups and even nations. He found this difficult to believe, telling me 
that for his generation (born around 1970), history had completely 
lost its interest. In our further conversation, however, he proved to 
be very well informed about current Polish memory debates, from 
Katyn to Jedwabne, adding details about Jan Tomasz Gross’ recent 
revelations about the “golden harvest,” that is, diggings for valuables 
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that formerly belonged to victims of the Holocaust carried out by the 
Polish population in the killing fields of Treblinka and other former 
concentration camps after the war. He added that, in contrast to him-
self, his father (born shortly after the Second World War) had a world-
view that was completely imbued with historical memory. This is the 
reason why his father would never think of traveling to Germany and 
is a staunch opponent of the European Union, which he perceives as 
just another variation of German imperialism. 

 The conversation related above illustrates the problem on which 
this chapter will focus, namely, the way in which European memory 
is still divided. The chapter will focus on the two core events of the 
twentieth century that lie at the heart of this divide, the Holocaust 
and the Gulag. While the memory of the Nazi genocide has been 
transformed into a transgenerational and transnational memory, pro-
viding the EU with a “foundation myth” and a moral yardstick for 
new member states since 2005, the memory of Stalin’s terror has had 
a much more contested and fragmented history, fuelling the national 
narratives of victimhood of some post-Soviet states on the one hand 
and disappearing from Russian political memory almost entirely on 
the other. After sketching the different memorial histories of these 
core events, this chapter will discuss the status and possible future of 
both events as part of European memory.  

  The Holocaust as a foundation myth for 
the European Union 

 Given that modern Europe rose from the ashes of the old Europe, it 
is small wonder that the Second World War still looms large in the 
consciousness and memory of Europeans. The European Union was 
devised as a defense mechanism against internal European warfare, 
with the main strategic aim of neutralizing and containing the dan-
ger of German aggression. That this mission was effectively achieved 
is something that the members of the EU were about to forget in 
the broils of financial crises, nationalistic movements, and mutual 
stereotyping. In 2012 the Norwegian Nobel Committee, therefore, 
reminded the Europeans of their history, focusing on what it saw as 
“the EU’s most important result: the successful struggle for peace and 
reconciliation and for democracy and human rights. The stabilizing 
part played by the EU has helped to transform most of Europe from a 
continent of war to a continent of peace.”  1   
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 Directly after the war, the common efforts toward an economic 
rebuilding of Europe served not only as a preventive measure against 
a new war but also as an anaesthesia of traumatic memories that had 
no place in the new Europe. In retrospect, we may even say that the 
Cold War, with its strong orientation toward modernization and the 
future, was an ice age of memory. In 1950s Germany, for instance, 
the political and social frame was dominated by a spirit of relief and 
renewal that was combined with a determination to let bygones be 
bygones. This spirit was prominently embodied by the first German 
chancellor Adenauer.  2   As the architect of material restitutions for 
Jewish victims he was invited to Tel Aviv by Israeli president Levi 
Eshkol, who thanked him for his initiative. As an active member of 
the resistance himself, Adenauer also felt entitled to a policy of forgive 
and forget. At a dinner party in the home of Eshkol, he shocked his 
host when he said: “The Nazi regime has killed as many Germans as it 
has killed Jews. We should now let this time sink into oblivion.”  3   

 Today, it has been agreed upon that the Holocaust is the founding 
myth of Europe; the genocide of European Jewry that was invented 
and started in Nazi Germany was carried into and supported in vari-
ous degrees by almost all European states. From the point of view of 
Germany, it took 20 years for these events to resurface in the Auschwitz 
trials in Frankfurt, 1965; another 20 years to enter German memory 
through acts of public commemorations in the speech of president 
Weizs ä cker in 1985, 40 years after the liberation on May 8, 1945; and 
another 20 years to be established in museums and monuments as a 
national and transnational lieu de m é moire, marked by the opening of 
the central Holocaust memorial in Berlin in 2005. In the same year, the 
European Parliament in Brussels declared January 27 the day of the lib-
eration of Auschwitz in 1945, a European day of annual commemora-
tion in all member states and passed a resolution against anti-Semitism 
in Europe.  4   Since this resolution of 2005, participation in the Holocaust 
community of memory has become part of the entry ticket to the EU. 

 The infrastructure of this memory community was provided by 
the so-called Task Force for International Cooperation on Holocaust 
Education, Remembrance, and Research (ITF), which had been pro-
moted by Swedish president G ö ran Persson in January 2000 in 
Stockholm.  5   Two years earlier, a “Stockholm International Forum on the 
Holocaust” had come up with the following “Stockholm Declaration”: 
“The Holocaust (the Shoah) fundamentally challenged the founda-
tions of civilization. The unprecedented character of the Holocaust 
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will always hold universal meaning.”  6   Working on the premises of this 
statement, the task force was founded with a twofold aim:

   (1)     to carry the memory of the Holocaust across a temporal bor-
der, in this case, across the threshold of the new millennium, 
at the moment when the communicative memory of survivor-
witnesses was dwindling, thus transforming it into a long-term 
cultural memory;  

  (2)     to carry it across spatial borders, spreading the memory of the 
Holocaust across Europe by creating a supranational memory 
community with an extended infrastructure of social institu-
tions, finances, and cooperative networks.    

 Before the activities of the ITF, Holocaust memory had already 
resurfaced in various ways after the collapse of the Soviet Union and 
the end of the Cold War. The opening of numerous archives consider-
ably enlarged the scope and complexity of Holocaust memory, chal-
lenging some firmly established national self-images. New documents 
about Vichy and the history of anti-Semitism in East Germany put an 
end to the self-image of France or the GDR as pure resistors; after 
the scandals about the NS-past of Austrian president Waldheim and 
information about a Polish pogrom in Jedwabne, Austria, and Poland 
were no longer able to claim the status of victim exclusively, and even 
the seemingly neutral Swiss were confronted with their own “sites 
of memory” in the form of their banks and borders. While this new 
archival evidence documenting collaboration or indifference toward 
this crime against humanity challenged dominant national narra-
tives in the West, some sections of East European societies took a dif-
ferent approach. After having liberated themselves from their forced 
alliance with the Soviet Union, these countries often embraced new 
national narratives that revolved around the experience of suffering 
and victimhood. For some, the cultivation of victim status deepened 
the national spirit and created a distance from European identity, 
and this shift has raised questions about attitudes in these societies 
toward minorities past and present.  

  The East European memory of Stalinist terror 

 While the memory of the Holocaust returned in West European 
nations after a long state of latency of four–six decades, and has been 
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reconstructed as a new foundational European memory, it was the 
memory of Stalinism and Soviet occupation that formed the center 
of the national narratives of the new states that claimed political 
independence after the collapse of communism. These memories 
had also been well preserved in a state of latency through longer 
periods of political repression. From the point of view of Western 
intellectuals, this rise of the memory of Stalinism was observed with 
considerable anxiety and irritation, because it was seen as a challenge 
to the recovery and expansion of Holocaust memory. Debates about 
the respective status of these crimes, which confirm their incompat-
ibility and often seek to lay a taboo on comparing them, continue 
to this day.  7   

 Only very recently, however, have there been signs that these con-
cerns are reopened to negotiation. My evidence for this is an invi-
tation from a European commission at Brussels that met in May 
2011 to discuss the status of the European memory of the Gulag. 
Participants included organizations such as M é morial de la Shoah 
in Paris, Yad Vashem, the Terezin Memorial, Anne Frank House, 
Holocaust Educational Trust Ireland, Living History Forum Sweden, 
the European Shoah Legacy Institute, Yahad In-Unum, as well as orga-
nizations focusing on the crimes of Stalinism. The aim of the meeting 
was “to stimulate exchange of experience and ideas on how to recon-
cile the two memories (Nazism/Holocaust and Stalinism) and develop 
a European rather than national perspective on the causes and conse-
quences of these two phenomena for modern European identity.”  8   

 The objective here is to move from a  national  to a  transnational  per-
spective on the two conflicting memories. This new initiative became 
necessary because former negotiations had reached a dead end. They 
go back to a conference in Prague in June 2008 that resulted in the 
so-called “Prague Declaration,” which claimed the “recognition 
of Communism as an integral and horrific part of Europe’s com-
mon history.” It stated that both Nazi and communist totalitarian 
regimes “should be considered to be the main disasters that blighted 
the twentieth century.” As a way of implanting and implementing 
this memory into the framework of European commemoration, it 
was recommended to establish “23rd August, the day of signing of 
the Hitler-Stalin-Pact, known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, as a 
day of remembrance of the victims of both Nazi and Communist 
totalitarian regimes, in the same way Europe remembers the vic-
tims of the Holocaust on January 27th.”  9   A resolution was passed on 
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April 2, 2009 in the European Parliament to introduce August 23 as 
a new European day to commemorate the victims of both National 
Socialism and communism. So far, however, this resolution, which 
has met with considerable criticism, has not been put into practice. 
In an essay on competing memory cultures in Europe, Heidemarie 
Uhl has pointed out that the problematic levelling of the two forms 
of totalitarianism is at odds with current historical research; she 
also criticizes the use of national narratives of victimhood to block 
the recognition of other victims resulting from Nazi collaborations. 
According to Uhl, such practice falls back on Cold War polemics 
and would undermine the ethical standards of Western memory 
culture.  10   

 These critical arguments are certainly sound and have to be heeded. 
At the present state, however, refuelled debates on questions of his-
torical uniqueness and memorial incompatibility should not blind 
us to a manifest asymmetry in European memory. While Jewish 
victims have received growing public recognition for their suffer-
ing since the 1980s, the victims of Stalinism, who were deported, 
tortured, exploited as forced laborers and murdered en masse, have 
not yet been accorded a rightful place in Europe’s historical memory 
and moral consciousness. Especially in Russia, these memories—
notwithstanding the harrowing accounts of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, 
Vasily Grossman and others—have remained largely locked up inside 
the victims, their families, and small sympathetic groups. While this 
objective of the new initiative is clear enough, the task of creating 
a transnational European memory of the Gulag is not an easy one. 
In contrast to the memory of the Holocaust, which has become a 
joint memory of victims and perpetrators, Gulag memory remains 
predominantly a victims’ memory, which has been seized upon by 
various nations but still lacks the support of those who inflicted the 
violence or were responsible for the crimes.  11   A cloak of oblivion has 
been, and still is, cast on these crimes by the state and the institutions 
that were responsible for them. After brief spells of de-Stalinization 
in the postwar years, when a number of Russian presidents acknow-
ledged these crimes, they have now again been successfully deleted 
from the country’s official historical memory.  12   

 The only continuous and reliable warden of this unofficial counter-
memory in Russia is the network called Memorial. It is a transnational 
NGO that has established a unique archive of names and documents 
relating to Stalinist crimes, but otherwise still lacks the support of 
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either the Russian state or Russian society. In order to fully appreciate 
the enormous discrepancy in status accruing to the memory of the 
crimes of Hitler and of Stalin, we only need to consider the huge differ-
ences between the two NGOs, the expanding International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance on one hand and the politically and socially 
isolated and threatened activists of Memorial on the other. 

 Janusz Reiter, a former Polish ambassador to Germany, got to the 
heart of Europe’s divided memory when he said: “As far as its mem-
ories are concerned, the European Union has remained a divided 
continent. The border, which used to cut off the EU from its eastern 
neighbours, now runs right across the enlarged continent.”  13   With 
the continuing dissonance around its two focal points, the Holocaust 
and the Gulag, the divided memory of Europe presents an obstacle 
to Europe’s cultural integration. The incompatibility of these semi-
nal memories is affirmed from both sides: from the Western point 
of view it is alarming to observe “how difficult it is to anchor the 
extermination of the Jews in post-communist Europe.”  14   The exclu-
sive focus on one’s own nation as victim of communist terror is 
seen as a strategy to ward off responsibility for collaboration and to 
block empathy for Jewish victims. From the Eastern point of view, 
it is alarming to observe how difficult it is to anchor the crimes of 
Stalinism in a European memory that is saturated with museums, 
monuments, and commemoration events relating to the Holocaust. 

 How can this impasse be overcome? I would like to draw attention 
to a similar problem on a much smaller scale and suggest that the 
solution found for that case could also be applied at the European 
level. We may say that the same shadow line that today divides the 
landscape of European memory also divided the memory of the two 
German states. In the 1990s, when reunified Germany started work-
ing through the memory of the GDR, a conflict arose immediately 
about how to place the “two dictatorships” within German mem-
ory. In the 1990s, an Enquete Commission of historians prepared a 
report on the crimes of the SED regime. When it came to discussing 
the reuse of former Nazi concentration camps such as Buchenwald 
or Sachsenhausen by the Soviet Secret Police for political prisoners, 
the group almost split over the question of how to do justice to the 
various layers of German history. In this situation the historian Bernd 
Faulenbach drafted a pragmatic formula that made it possible to over-
come a memory war of mutually exclusive claims. The formula that 
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he found might also be applicable to obstacles blocking the path to a 
more integrated European memory:

   1.      The memory of Stalinist Terror must not be allowed to  relativize  
the memory of the Holocaust.  

  2.      The memory of the Holocaust must not be allowed to  trivialize  
the memory of Stalinist Terror.  15      

 Hitherto, the first principle had worked as a taboo, blocking further 
thinking about the problem, which was construed solely in terms of 
competition and mutual exclusivity. If we add the second principle, 
however, the situation looks rather different, transforming incom-
patibility into compatibility. The opinion that Europeans will have 
to accommodate  both  events into their memory framework and that 
Europe’s divided memory could be transformed from a rigid, exclu-
sivist “either-or” memory into a more differentiated and complex 
“both-and” memory is gradually gaining support. This could eventu-
ally imply a denationalization and re-Europeanization of both the 
memory of the Holocaust and that of the Gulag without thereby los-
ing historical contexts and local specificity.  

  The Gulag and the Holocaust in Russian memory 

 Despite the ideas outlined above, we are still faced with huge differ-
ences in national memory frames. We can distinguish today between 
two memory policies, a traditional and a new one. The traditional one 
is based on pride and the fortification of a positive and heroic self-
image. The new one is more complex, as it includes also the respon-
sibility for historical crimes, thereby acknowledging the victims of 
former state terror. In Germany the globally recovered memory of the 
unprecedented crime of the Holocaust has led to the historical nov-
elty of adopting a “negative memory” premised on guilt and respon-
sibility. This negative memory, however, does not support a negative 
self-image, but is built on the positive value of human rights. Instead 
of insisting on continuity and identity, the negative memory empha-
sizes change and discontinuity, distancing itself explicitly and visibly 
from the former crimes. 

 This memory policy of regret was adopted not only by Germany 
after 1945 but also by various former autocratic states that recently 
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“transitioned” into democracies by facing their criminal pasts, and 
by postcolonial nations such as Australia and Canada. After the fall 
of the Iron Curtain and the demise of the Soviet Empire, Russia did 
not undergo a similar process of transition that initiated political 
change by working through the crimes of the past. The important 
transformations that were made in the 1990s evolved in a process of 
reasserting a heroic national self-image in the face of new challenges. 
What happened was a reinvention of the state under the premise of 
continuity and stability of national identity across a radical historical 
rupture, a “shift toward the conscious and energetic exploitation of 
the past for political and geopolitical purposes.”  16   The Russian case 
differs markedly from the German case in that after the demise of 
the Soviet Union there was no external or internal pressure to radi-
cally reconstruct the political system, to change the social norms, and 
to face the crimes of the past. Nor was there a strong obligation to 
acknowledge the victims, as these had not been able to form a power-
ful and vocal group. Instead of going through a period of  transition  
after 1990, Russia underwent a  transformation  by reasserting imperial 
greatness based on a memory projected into a new past.  

  Stalinist terror in Russian memory 

 After the Second World War, the victorious Soviet Union shared the 
moral superiority of having overcome Hitler together with the other 
Allies. Although many Russians fell prey to Stalin’s terror, it is much 
more popular today to emphasize the greatness of Stalin’s victory. 
“The cult of the war veteran and the pride taken in the victorious 
fighting of the Soviet Army goes hand in hand with the continu-
ous marginalization of certain victim groups, such as forced labor 
workers, deportees and prisoners of war.”  17   Unless the victims (and/
or their descendants) manage to form a vocal group, obtaining the 
support of the media to claim justice and recognition in the public 
and to challenge the successors of the repressive system, there is no 
need for a society to confront and remember the dark episodes of its 
violent past. 

 What is still lacking, then, is a social discourse, let alone a move-
ment that could support such a cause. We can only speculate about 
the reasons why such a discourse has not yet come about. One expla-
nation is that in Russia the categories of perpetrator and victim are 
far too fuzzy to allow for a common group-memory in which political 
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and ethical claims could be anchored. Another reason might lie in the 
colliding frames of neighboring national memories. Some of the post-
Soviet states have built up a solid memory of the Gulag, presenting 
Stalinist terror and Soviet occupation as the core of their victim iden-
tity in their national monuments. Their national museums have tell-
ing names such as the “House of Terror” in Budapest, the “Occupation 
Museum” in Riga, the “Estonian Museum of Occupations” in Tallinn, 
and the “Museum of Genocide” in Vilnius. In this way, the memory 
of the Gulag has been “nationalized,” as it were, by the neighboring 
nation-states within the political arena of memory wars. Instances 
of scandal and open conflict have been many, such as in the case of 
the displacement of the Soviet monument to the Unknown Soldier 
in Tallinn. To join the contested memory claimed and represented by 
these states would be viewed within Russia as a difficult, dangerous, 
and certainly unpatriotic endeavor.  18   “In Russia, as in Lithuania, one’s 
particular interpretation of ‘historical truth’ is used as a political tool 
to forge a powerful collective credo that consolidates the nation.”  19   

 There is a third reason why the memory of the Gulag has not estab-
lished itself in Russia that I find particularly interesting. Zuzanna 
Bogumi ł  has written on Gulag commemoration sites and practices 
in Russia, with reference to monuments, exhibitions, archives, and 
tourism, and looking in particular at the various forms of deploy-
ment of this memory. She reminds us of the important fact that a 
common memory never consists in an archive of facts and dates but 
in narratives that are charged with emotions and meaning, provid-
ing the citizens in the present with a meaningful (hi)story and an 
orientation for the future. In this respect, she registers a remark-
able shift in the current narrative of Gulag memory from secular to 
Orthodox language. About Memorial, whose archive holds the most 
detailed evidence of the crimes and is thus its most important site 
of memory, Bogumi ł  states: “Memorial was not able to establish a 
system filled with meanings, which would set the framework for a 
new civic community (both in terms of time—holidays, as well as 
in terms of space—sites of memory).”  20   While the relevant data and 
evidence have been laboriously assembled, what is still missing is an 
active, resonant discourse in society about this chapter of the Soviet 
past. It is only through such a discourse that the importance of the 
Gulag, as well as its historical, ethical, and national frame, could be 
established. Only within the context of such a discourse and framing 
narrative could these events be recalled to Russian national memory.  
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  The Holocaust in Russian memory 

 Europe’s memory shows not only antinomies, but also curious asym-
metries. While the commemoration of the Holocaust has expanded 
far beyond the borders of Europe, it has also produced a strange gap 
within Europe. More and more nations each year commemorate the 
liberation of the extermination camp of Auschwitz in 1945 by the 
Red Army on January 27, yet the liberators themselves are paradoxi-
cally absent from this growing memory community. This is not to 
say that the Red Army does not have an assured place in the national 
culture of commemoration of post-Soviet Russia. It is accorded that 
place on May 9, the commemoration date of victory in the Great 
Patriotic War, in which Stalin routed Hitler. The fact that the Soviet 
Union heroically defeated evil and suffered great losses in doing so 
forms the core of Russia’s heroic self-image and national memory. 
In Russia, the glorious Red Army is remembered for crushing Hitler’s 
regime on May 9, but not for putting an end to the mass murder of 
European Jews on January 27. The Russians refrain from joining the 
Holocaust memory community that has become a distinctly Western 
memory, supported by American networks and connected with the 
process of building up a European identity.  21   

 After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia’s national memory 
had to be dramatically reconstructed. All references to communist 
history with its revolutions and internationalist visions disappeared 
and were replaced by a new imperial self-image based on a long-term 
historical continuity around the key motifs of honor and heroic 
suffering.  22   This self-perception of Stalin’s honor and Russia’s sac-
rifice elides the perception of Jewish victims. “Nearly 50% of the 
total number of Jews killed during World War II died on the terri-
tory of the former Soviet Union, and two million Jews were forced 
into ghettos in that region.” These events, however, “occupy a mini-
mal place in Russia’s contemporary memory culture and public dis-
courses, with their overwhelming emphasis on the Soviet Victory 
over Nazi Germany.”  23   

 This quote comes from the homepage of the Russian Research and 
Educational Holocaust Centre, an NGO that since 1992 has been try-
ing to raise public awareness of the Holocaust in Russia. It was estab-
lished in the aftermath of the political change from Soviet to Russian 
identity, which went hand in hand with a wave of ethnically moti-
vated emigrations. Russian Jews went in large numbers to Israel and 
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other countries where they became members of Jewish communities 
and shared the Holocaust memory. Years after these waves of emigra-
tion, Israel now has an influential Russian community that comprises 
20 percent of the total population. On another homepage, that of 
the World Jewish Congress, dated February 17, 2010, one can read 
that émigré Russian Jews now form the background of a new political 
alliance between Putin and Netanyahu. This political bonding intro-
duces a surprising new turn in both countries’ memory politics. 

 In the article “‘Russia to Build Holocaust Museum; Israel to Erect 
Memorial to Soviet Army,” we learn more about these new plans:

  Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin has told his Israeli counter-
part Benjamin Netanyahu that Russia would soon build a museum 
dedicated to the victims of the Holocaust. Netanyahu in response 
said Israel would erect a memorial dedicated to the efforts of the 
Soviet Army in liberating Europe during World War II. Netanyahu 
said the gesture, which he intends to move forward, was in hon-
our of the 65th anniversary of the victory over the Nazis later this 
year. “No one has the right to forget those terrible losses among 
the Jewish people in this disaster, though some do. No one has 
the right to forget the decisive role that Russia, the Soviet Army, 
played in defeating Nazi Germany,” he said.  24     

 Connected with the new political practice of transition is the great 
hope that a wider and more complex framework for historical mem-
ory can usher in a new form of politics that acknowledges histori-
cal victims and respects human rights. Very often, however, current 
memory politics works exactly the other way round: a new political 
constellation abruptly determines and redefines the expedient mem-
ories that support the pragmatic goals of a new alliance of power. 

 We may sum up by saying that there are indeed remarkable asym-
metries between Eastern and Western European memory constructs 
and policies. According to Blacker and Etkind, in the West the mem-
ory of the Holocaust is crystallized and canonized while in the East it 
is salient and militant:

  When the European Union admitted its forgotten cousins, the for-
mer socialist states, it had not counted on the divergent memo-
ries that they would bring. For decades those cousins and their 
memories had been locked behind the iron curtain, and so Europe 
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was safe to build itself on a selective version of its past. In the late 
1980s, those Eastern countries were released from confinement, 
and after 2004 they began to make themselves at home in the 
European house.  25     

 In spite of the assertion and confidence inspired by being awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize, the European house is under considerable pressure 
because of its divisive memories. There are, of course, different ways of 
assessing the asymmetries in European memory that have been exam-
ined in this chapter. One is to abstain from judgments altogether by 
registering that memory constructions relating to the Second World 
War are still in the process of being made and remade, and are thus 
part of a longer process that, above all, needs time to evolve. Another 
possibility would be to take a more relativistic stance toward the con-
cept of European integration. The European Union is premised on 
difference, as we have heard so often, so why not accept and abide by 
different historical perspectives, narratives, and memories? Such rela-
tivism, however, implies a trivialization of the problem, as we are not 
dealing just with different historical narratives and memory policies, 
but also with different and irreconcilable values. Is a national memory 
constructed to affirm and glorify the collective or does it do justice to 
those who have been wronged and abused in the past? Does it exclude 
painful and shameful incidents in order to raise the collective self-
image or does it provide room to account for historical crimes and the 
taking of responsibility? Does it allow complexity or does it enforce 
unity? Does it repress or integrate minorities? These questions show 
that constructions of memories are immediately tied to constructions 
of societies, which makes it worthwhile to observe these processes 
carefully and to analyze them critically.  
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