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C  1HAPTER

The Politics of Holocaust Remembrance after Communism

The Holocaust holds a central place in the global public memory of the twentieth
century, especially in the West.  It is the paradigmatic trauma of that century, and a formative event and one of the1

foundational stories of the European Union.2

This was not always the case. What we today refer to as “the Holocaust” did not exist as a concept or as a
marker in global collective memory prior to the early 1960s.  Holocaust memory has developed over time, and has3

gone through various phases in various countries and over various periods. The Holocaust we understand today is
not the Holocaust as it was understood in the immediate aftermath of WWII, and it is certainly not understood in
the same way across different countries—especially in Germany, Israel, and the United States, perhaps the most
critical countries for the development of Holocaust memory in the West. The concept of “the Holocaust,”
therefore, did not really  for at least a decade after the end of WWII.exist 4

The development and transformation of Holocaust memory is often grouped into three phases: the immediate
post-WWII period, the rising awareness since the 1960s, and the consolidation of a global memory of the
Holocaust since the early 1990s. In the immediate aftermath of WWII, the Holocaust was not recognized as a
unique event with its own trajectory, meaning, and consequence, but was subsumed under the broad understanding
of WWII, and as one of many examples of Nazi cruelty and extensive war crimes.  This was the case in the West,5

which memorialized its victory over fascism and resistance to the occupation, the victory of democracy over
totalitarianism, and above all else, the military triumph of the Allied forces. The Nuremberg trials, clearly the most
important “memory event” of this period, presented abundant documentary evidence of Nazi extermination
policies, but this evidence was universalized to all Nazi victims without focusing on particularly Jewish suffering.6

But this was also the case in the Soviet-dominated East, which placed events of the WWII within a larger
narrative of communist revolutionary triumph and antifascist heroism.  Communist memory was hegemonic7

memory, not open to alternative or particular claims on suffering, such as the suffering of the Jews. In fact,
communist regimes in the immediate aftermath of the war had a very clear understanding of who constituted a
“victim of fascism” and who was not included and, thus, did not deserve such remembrance. In a July 1945
statement by the German Communist Party (in the Soviet Occupied Zone), this categorization was made very
explicit:

There are millions of people who are victims of fascism, who have lost their home, their apartment, their
belongings. Victims of fascism are the men who had to become soldiers and were deployed in Hitler’s
battalions, those who had to give their lives for Hitler’s criminal war. Victims of fascism are the Jews who were
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persecuted and murdered as victims of racial mania, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, and the work-shy. But we cannot
stretch the term “victims of fascism” to include them. They have all endured much and suffered greatly, but they

.did not fight 8

Starting with the 1960s, a more discreet narrative of the Holocaust emerges in the West, in large part due to
major Holocaust trials—of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem in 1961 and the Auschwitz Trials in Frankfurt in 1964.
These trials and their media coverage provided detailed accounts of the horrors of the Holocaust and began to build
a narrative of the Holocaust as a uniquely catastrophic historical event, spatially and temporarily located within the
larger context of WWII, but in its meaning and significance for the predominantly Jewish victims, now placed
outside of the war, standing on its own. Another significant memory event in this period was the 1978 American
TV show  and especially its broadcast in Germany in 1979, which then further solidified the mainHolocaust
narrative arc of the Holocaust, popularized it for mass audiences, and created a visual representation of the
Holocaust that has since remained mostly stable.9

At the same time, in communist Eastern Europe, Holocaust remembrance was exclusively produced through
the framework of antifascism because this link established the communist regime with its new postwar identity and
provided it with ongoing political legitimacy. Communist Holocaust remembrance, as Jeffrey Herf notes, was built
on “Marxist orthodoxy which placed the Jewish question on the margins of the class struggle, viewed
anti-Semitism primarily as a tool to divide the working class (rather than as a belief system with autonomous and
widespread impact) and fascism as a product of capitalism.”10

More broadly, throughout Soviet-controlled communist Europe, the memory of WWII was reduced to the
memory of the victory of the Soviet Union over fascist forces.  The communist focus on antifascism as a military 11

and ideological battle with the ultimate triumph of the communist idea, therefore, completely effaced the unique
experience of the Jews during WWII. For example, while Buchenwald concentration camp was a central site of
memory in the GDR throughout the communist period, its presence in the East German narrative of WWII was
about fascist persecution of communists and, ultimately, communist revolt and liberation—a narrative that
completely marginalized the Jews who were killed at Buchenwald and ignored the role of the US troops in camp
liberation while glorifying and embellishing communist resistance in the camp.12

This effacing of the Jewish experience under communism also continued after the war, as the Jewish
identity—especially its religious element—was drowned out by the new construction of the supranational,
de-ethnicized, and secular subject. The two ways of remembering, East and West, therefore, diverged almost
immediately after the war and developed in quite different directions throughout the postwar period.

Holocaust as Universal Memory

Since the 1990s, as part of the larger global shifts after the Cold War, yet another narrative of the Holocaust has
developed, which anchors the Holocaust to the emerging narrative of global human rights after the collapse of
communism. Holocaust memory in this period began to solidify as an issue of human rights, the foundational event
in the growing architecture of international justice, institutionalized in the establishment of international criminal
tribunals for the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, and the permanent International Criminal Court, all within one
decade. Invoked as a warning that the promise of “never again” has been unfulfilled in the aftermath of genocides
in Rwanda and Bosnia, the Holocaust becomes a narrative of atrocity prevention, forward- as much as
backward-looking. Steven Spielberg’s massively successful film  (1993) presented the visualSchindler’s List
narration of the Holocaust but also this period’s particularly appealing messages of rescue and survival. The
opening of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC, that same year provided a physical
place for Holocaust memory and a historical account that removes the stories of the Holocaust from their
immediate locations (the memorials at former concentration camps or ghetto sites, for example), and makes them
denationalized and universal. A “cosmopolitan memory” of the Holocaust was born.13

Holocaust remembrance since the 1990s, then, has contributed to the formation of a common European cultural
memory. It is so central to European identity that it has become a “contemporary European entry ticket,” where
joining, contributing, and participating in a shared memory of the Holocaust defines what a European state is,
especially for late Eastern European entrants to the EU.14

While this cosmopolitan memory of the Holocaust has global reach, its main storylines are canonized in the
West.  As Maria Mälksoo argues, “The centrality of this event in the political consciousness of contemporary15

Western society has dictated the tuning and hierarchical organization of the overall public remembrance of WWII,
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totalitarian crimes and modern mass death.”  From the perspective of the East, even the scholarly field of memory16

studies has developed within the context of this Western imperialist blind spot and has ignored Eastern European
contributions.17

European Holocaust memory, in other words, has taken on a particular mnemonic code—a way of
remembering—of its own. The memory of Jewish suffering was a critical element of this code, as, in the poignant
words of Tony Judt, “the recovered memory of Europe’s dead Jews has become the very definition and guarantee
of the continent’s restored humanity. It wasn’t always so.”18

The new universal memory of the Holocaust has over time expanded beyond the centrality of the Jewish
experience to also include the victimization of the Roma and Sinti ethnic groups, homosexuals, and the disabled,
with some of the first historical work on these victims published in the 1970s.  Parallel to the narrative of19

Holocaust victims, a central element of the cosmopolitan Holocaust memory is memory of resistance—both Jewish
resistance and broader antifascist resistance to the Nazi regime. Much of this resistance, of course, was resistance
by communists, which is a particularly problematic “memory knot” for the postcommunist Holocaust narrative, as
I describe in detail later in the book.20

Over time, however, the Western, cosmopolitan memory of the Holocaust also began to subtly efface the Jews.
In its focus on universal lessons of the Holocaust, on broader issues of racism, human rights abuses, crimes against
humanity, mass atrocity, and education for tolerance, equality, and democracy, this narrative pushed aside the
uniqueness of the Jewish experience of the Holocaust. The mission of the Anne Frank House, for example, is
increasingly to educate the youth about the perils of discrimination and broader issues of social justice, and less on
the specifically  experience of Anne Frank herself. More bluntly, when it was first unveiled in Ottawa inJewish
2017, the Canadian National Holocaust Memorial failed to mention the Jews at all, but instead commemorated
“millions of men, women and children murdered during the Holocaust.”  As Holocaust memory in the West21

developed from a particular story about the tragedy of the Jews into a universal lesson about inhumanity, the Jews
have partly disappeared from this memory.22

The cosmopolitan memory approach to Holocaust remembrance, further, overlooks the fundamental cleavage
in European memory, which is that the memory of the Holocaust in postcommunist Europe is qualitatively
different from the memory of the Holocaust as developed in the West. This is because the Holocaust simply does
not signify the central “good vs. evil” narrative in the East in the same manner it does in the West. The role of evil
in postcommunist Europe is, instead, reserved for communism, as the more recent and immediate source of
oppression and victimization. The encroaching (Western) European centrality of the Holocaust is therefore
threatening and destabilizing to these state identities. That is the principal problem that this book takes on.

Auschwitz vs. the Gulag

The narrative of Stalinism was just as much constructed as was the narrative of the Holocaust. The construction of
what we today understand as the Stalinist gulag owes much to literary sensations, such as the Gulag Archipelago
by Aleksandar Solzhenitsyn, published in English in 1973, and since translated into more than thirty languages,
which provided the first detailed survivor account of the network of Stalin’s prison and torture camps. Another
important literary work was , a semi-fictionalized memoir of the Holocaust and of subsequentLife and Fate
communist oppression in the Soviet Union, written by Vasily Grossman and published posthumously in
Switzerland in 1980.

But these two early accounts themselves arose out of very different political motivations. Solzhenitsyn, a
Russian nationalist, from the beginning pitted the memory of Stalinism against that of the Holocaust. Grossman, in
contrast, turned against Soviet ideology in large part in revulsion against Stalin’s censorship of the Black Book
project, a comprehensive and first of its kind report on the Holocaust in the Soviet Union written by Grossman and
another famous Jewish communist writer, Ilya Ehrenburg, immediately after the end of the war.23

In communist Europe, there was obviously very limited political space to discuss the crimes of Stalinism, even
many decades after its worst horrors subsided. A rare window was provided by Nikita Khrushchev in 1956 with his
attempt at “de-Stalinization” and publication of the “secret” report to the Soviet Communist Party Congress, which
denounced Stalin and his campaign of mass terror. But this effort was sidelined when Khrushchev was deposed in
1964. Instead, memories retreated to the private sphere and remained almost exclusively in the domain of victims
of terror and their families, creating a very inward looking “victimhood nationalism.”24

The collapse of communism provided an opportunity to completely revisit the history of Eastern Europe’s
twentieth century and the histories of both the Holocaust and Stalinism. Many archives opened for the first time,
and historical research could proceed under seemingly little ideological control. Among many important
postcommunist memory events, it was perhaps the 1997 publication of the  (firstBlack Book of Communism

 EBSCOhost - printed on 1/11/2024 4:09 AM via MASARYKOVA UNIVERZITA. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



23

published in France, then translated into English and other languages) that marked a specific moment in which the
memory of communism was flattened to represent one unitary evil akin to Nazism and not a collection of disparate
regimes over a long period of time, each with unique features and degrees of repression.  Again, the memory of25

communism was constructed against the memory of the Holocaust—the authors of the Black Book of Communism
chose this title precisely to mirror Grossman’s and Ehrenburg’s  of the Holocaust. The two memories,Black Book
in other words, were in conflict from the beginning. Europe’s divided memory is not a recent invention.

The postcommunist historical moment was quickly politicized, and it became the moment to reject all legacies
of communism in the pursuit of a completely new system of meaning that provided new postcommunist regimes
political and popular legitimacy.  To be fully rejected, communism needed to be fundamentally discredited,26

delegitimized, and criminalized. Thus it became symbolized by the gulag. The postcommunist narrative of
Stalinism—a discrete historical period associated with Joseph Stalin’s personality cult and reign of terror—came to
represent  of communism, including its later, less systematically murderous manifestations after Stalin’s death. Itall
also came to represent the communist experience in countries with no history of brutality to mirror Stalinist crimes,
and countries that developed a very different, more open brand of communism, such as socialist Yugoslavia.

Of course, by subsuming all varieties of communism under Stalinism, all previous regimes were equally
delegitimized and various national narratives of crimes of communism spread across the postcommunist
memoryscape, regardless of whether this interpretation fit the historical record of real, everyday experience of life
under communism. References to communist history disappeared, replaced by increasing references to an
imaginary precommunist national golden age (often imperial or at least monarchic, often very Christian) and a
narrative that connected this mythical national past with enduring national values of righteousness, honor, sacrifice,
and heroic suffering.  This nationalist narrative left very little space for minorities, and almost no space27

whatsoever for the millions of Jews who were also, once, citizens of these countries. And because communism
elevated the heroism of communists, partisans, and antifascists in resisting Nazism, the postcommunist narrative
completely erased them.

The end of communism and the “return to Europe” of its East, then, brought the memory of Auschwitz and the
memory of the gulag to a head. New states emerging after communism were expected to participate in and
contribute to the already established and canonized Holocaust remembrance as developed in the West. But that was
a difficult and often impossible demand to meet. This Holocaust remembrance was not central to these states’
identities, it was overpowering the remembrance of communism which  central to their identities, and it askedwas
for a reckoning with past crimes that was threatening, unwanted, and offensive to the newly constructed
postcommunist nationalist narratives. However, to participate in the one joint Europe, postcommunist states could
not just reject Holocaust remembrance outright. They needed a way to participate in the larger European memory
space, but on their own terms.

Strategies of Memory Appropriation

To overcome these threats to their identities, postcommunist states pursued a variety of strategies to transpose their
specific memory of communism onto the symbolic memory architecture of the broader Europe and institutionalize
a completely new transnational memory of communism. But instead of crudely naming postcommunist Holocaust
remembrance a form of Holocaust denial, it is more productive to talk about , where thememory appropriation
Holocaust is remembered as a proxy for remembering something else—in this case for remembering communism.
And while some form of memory appropriation has occurred in all of postcommunist Europe (with Russia
remaining most tightly attached to the dogmatic Soviet-era Holocaust remembrance), there is still considerable
diversity in individual state responses.

Some states—such as Serbia—have pursued , where the Holocaust, its crimes, and its imagesmemory inversion
are directly appropriated in order to make space for the discussion of crimes of communism. The Holocaust is not
denied—it is not even obviously trivialized—but it is only remembered heuristically, as a vehicle for remembering
the crimes of communism. It is used to invert the suffering and victimization of the Holocaust’s principal
victims—the Jews—and instead represent other victims—the ethnic majority—as its primary targets. The
consequence of this strategy is that Holocaust remembrance and memorialization is no longer about the Holocaust
at all, but about the nationalist needs of an ethnically homogenous society that is using the existing
narratives—textual and visual—of Jewish extermination to pursue its own political needs in the present.28

Other states—such as Croatia—have engaged in . Here, the Holocaust is decoupled frommemory divergence
other genocidal crimes committed during WWII in order to make the Holocaust a uniquely Nazi (that is, German)
problem and absolve the local political community from participation in it. With this strategy, the ethnic majority is
also absolved from carrying out other racial and ethnic crimes against non-Jews that occurred under the shadow of
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the Holocaust. The implication of this narrative intervention is also that fascism, anti-Semitism, and racialized
ideologies that justified violence against the Jews and other “undesirables” are foreign imports with no indigenous
roots. This outsourcing of ideology then also allows for the outsourcing of communism, which is treated as a
foreign imposition with no local resonance or commitment. This narrative opens up space for a connection with an
imagined precommunist past—the true home of the national state, unpolluted by external forces of violence and
terror. The national self remains pure.

Finally, some states—such as Lithuania—have used , where the Holocaust is directlymemory conflation
combined with other atrocities, such as Stalinism. This historical narrative recognizes only one dimension of terror,
tallies the victims of the Holocaust and Stalinism together, and obfuscates the understanding of the Holocaust as a
distinct historical event with its own trajectory, consequences, and victims. This process has further led to the
application of the legal infrastructure developed to prosecute crimes of the Holocaust (the Nuremberg principles) to
now prosecute crimes of communism.

Memory studies scholarship has already pointed out that Europe’s memory is “at war,” and there have been
studies detailing postcommunist responses to Holocaust memory.  But to fully understand this memory conflict,29

we need to actually analyze why it has come to be and why it has taken this particular shape. To this end, it is
useful to apply insights from the ontological security theoretical framework, and it is there that I turn next.

Political Memory and Ontological Security

As applied to states, the concept of ontological security is based on the assumption that states care as much about
their ontological security—the security of their identity—as about material, physical security.  To continue being30

secure, states need predictability and order; they strive for routine and stable relationships with other states in the
international system.  They also need stable narratives about their pasts, which form the basis of their identities.31

While this stability is desirable, it is, however, fleeting. Crises or “critical situations” create stress, anxiety, and
ontological insecurity.  Whether the critical situation truly is a crisis is beside the point—what is significant is how32

meaningful it is to the states themselves and what actions it produces.  Critical situations not only create ruptures33

in routines; they also lead to the questioning of state identity and, most important, the questioning of foundational
state narratives on which this identity is built.

All states face ontological insecurities, but the nature of these insecurities varies depending on the sources of
state identities and anxieties. In the United States, for example, the loss of international hegemonic status and
perceived decline in power is creating a sense of ontological insecurity.  A sense of insecurity in a state’s identity34

may develop over very different moments of crisis in very different ways. Without a full understanding of the 
significance and impact of this type of state insecurity, our analysis of state behavior is incomplete. And while
ontological insecurity is a feature of all states, it is especially states with unresolved or uncertain identities or states
with internalized feelings of stigmatization and peripheral status that will experience this anxiety most acutely.35

It is here that I want to propose that conflict over political memory can be seen as an example of a critical
situation that destabilizes both state identity and its relationships with other states. Memory is critical to ontological
security. Just as our own individual memory constitutes our identity, political memory is what constitutes state
identities.  Political memory helps create and sustain a particular biographical narrative through the use of36

historical signposts and careful curating of select events, setbacks and triumphs, myths, and symbols.  Political37

memory, therefore, is never just about the past but is also very much about a particular political project in the
present that it supports and maintains, which of course was the principal insight of Maurice Halbwachs.38

Securing a desirable memory, one that presents the state and the nation as heroes rather than villains of some
commonly shared and recognizable international story (of a global war, for example) is necessary both for the
state’s continuing sense of stability and for its status seeking—for membership in prestigious international clubs
(such as the European Union) and for securing all sorts of international reputational benefits. In fact, national
memories of violent pasts almost exclusively operate within one of three normatively acceptable frames: nation as
victorious over evil, nation as resister of evil, and nation as victim of evil.  A desirable memory of the Holocaust,39

then, is an example of a type of memory that is important for states to maintain and promote in order to belong to
the international society of liberal European states.

The memory of the Holocaust is a clear example of a type of public memory that can lead to cultural, collective
trauma—as it is often not events themselves that are traumatic but rather their consequent social remembrance that
creates trauma.  The collective consciousness of a trauma is then institutionalized through routinized practices of40

remembrance such as museum exhibits, memorial sites, days of commemoration, history textbooks, or even
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inscribed law.  As we shall see in the discussion of postcommunist Holocaust representation in museums across41

and beyond Eastern Europe, historical museums are especially important memory actors as they are the main sites
where historical narratives are being reproduced.42

The opening of the discussion about the Holocaust after communism in Eastern Europe can then be seen as a
form of trauma, a flood of repressed, unwanted memories that the group does not know how to deal with but is
unable to continue to avoid. We can understand contemporary postcommunist Holocaust remembrance practices as
a way of dealing with this cultural trauma, changing the identities of these societies in the process. As I argue in the
next section of this chapter, the attempt to introduce a “European,” cosmopolitan, pan-national memory of the
Holocaust into postcommunist states in Europe has created an especially acute case of ontological insecurity not
only in these states themselves but also in the larger European Union. In other words, the ontological stress of
having to confront the Holocaust after communism is a manifestation of the stress of reconciling history with
memory.

Holocaust Remembrance and Ontological Insecurity in Postcommunist Europe

The stunningly rapid collapse of communism over only two years (1989–91) created a feeling of profound
ontological insecurity across Eastern Europe. Since a coherent, stable, and hegemonic system of meaning basically
vanished overnight, all of the routine relationships these states had established and maintained with other
international actors became immediately disrupted, and new ones needed to be built from scratch. Political memory
of the old state no longer served its legitimizing purpose; new histories needed to be constructed to make sense to
the new polities.43

This moment of insecurity was also driven by internalized feelings of backwardness and inferiority vis-à-vis
the West.  This anxiety over being seen as backward was especially acute during the EU’s period of Eastern44

enlargement, when the organization expressed some dismay at candidate states’ reluctance to discuss the Holocaust
and viewed them “as lagging behind and thus in need of re-education where the remembrance of Shoah is
concerned.”  The EU saw this Holocaust avoidance as a “moral failing or as a sign of backwardness” that needed45

to be rectified.  This position, however, conveniently overlooked the deep wells of social complicity in the46

Holocaust and profound reluctance to deal with it in the Western European “core”—in France, the Netherlands,
Italy, or Belgium, a problem not lost on Eastern European critics.

From the perspective of postcommunist states, however, while Holocaust memory was not central to their
identity, it proved useful for the larger project of bringing East Central Europe “back to Europe.” Without directly
challenging the Western memory of the Holocaust, the “new Europeans” instead pursued a form of memory
reconciliation by promoting the idea that twentieth-century Europe experienced two totalitarianisms and two
genocides—Nazism and Stalinism. The argument here is that the new, enlarged Europe after communism cannot
be united unless it has a shared memory, which means adding Stalinism into the core European memory of the
twentieth century. At the heart of this project was a profound sense of ontological insecurity and a feeling of being
abandoned by Western Europe throughout much of the post-WWII period. This desire to belong to the European
mnemonic and cultural center is clearly elaborated, for example, in this introduction to the Museum of the
Occupation in Riga, Latvia:

Fifty-one years of occupation took a heavy toll on Latvia. About a third of the population perished or were
exiled as a result of political murders and genocide, war action and inhuman treatment in the Gulag, or became
refugees at the end of World War II to escape the return of the Soviet regime. In their place, settlers from other
parts of the Soviet Union were brought in. They did not speak the Latvian language and were strangers to
Latvian culture and traditions. From the very first, both occupation powers tried to deprive the Latvian nation of
its national pride and to deny, falsify or distort the history of Latvia and Latvia’s historical ties to Europe. Latvia
was estranged from the cultural foundations of Western culture. After war’s end, the political economic and
social life in the Western world thrived; at the same time, all progress in Latvia stopped. The Western world
forgot Latvia. The name of Latvia disappeared from books of history, as though it never had existed. The
borders of the Baltic states disappeared from maps.47

What is striking in this narrative is the almost exclusive focus on the Soviet occupation and especially the
erasure of Latvian national identity through Sovietization. The one ambiguous reference to Nazism under “both
occupation powers” is also presented as catastrophic for Latvian nation and culture and detrimental to its ties to
Europe; ninety-four thousand Latvian Jews (5 percent of Latvia’s prewar population) and their annihilation in the
Holocaust—by Germans but with the help of their Latvian collaborators—are completely absent in this narrative of
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occupation.  They are not an important part of Latvian state identity, and not a constitutive element of this state’s48

national biography.
This is not a careless omission. In fact, I would suggest that the centrality of the Holocaust as a foundational

European narrative is soundly rejected across postcommunist Europe because of its perceived elevation of Jewish
victimhood above victimhood of other regional majority ethnic groups, a move that is increasingly openly resented.

 In the absence of almost any Jews across vast swaths of the East, postcommunist national identities were built on49

a rejection of the communist pan-national identity project (where the organizing narrative was loyalty to the
socialist and not the ethnic subject) in favor of narratives based on ethnic majoritarianism, a very homogeneous
basis that left almost no room for the incorporation of minority narratives. As Antonin Weiss-Wendt explained in
his study of Estonia, Holocaust remembrance there was linked exclusively to the Jewish minority and was referred
to as “the Jewish issue.” Since the Jewish minority in Estonia is very small, Holocaust remembrance simply does
not matter for the majority ethnic population and, when brought up, brings about ethnic resentment and often new
waves of anti-Semitism.  It challenges the security of a nation’s identity because it problematizes the very50

biography on which this identity was founded.
But I would go further in suggesting that the Western European Holocaust memory’s focus on Jewish suffering

is also rejected in much of post-communist Europe because it brings about debates about extensive and deep local
complicity in the Holocaust and the material and political benefits for majority populations across Eastern Europe
of the complete Jewish absence. This is an issue of great historical importance, and while carefully documented it
is profoundly and persistently resisted by much of the Eastern European public.51

Eastern Europe is not only the main site of the Holocaust, but it is also the main witness to and the main
beneficiary of the Holocaust. The extermination of the European Jewry was not only carried out behind the barbed
wires of concentration camps, hidden from plain sight. It was also carried out in public view of non-Jewish citizens
of these countries, on streets, squares, and farms across Eastern Europe. Non-Jews benefited from this Jewish
erasure, often for generations after the Holocaust.  Jewish businesses, homes, and property have over decades of52

looting followed by communist seizures slowly been distributed within the general economy, with difficult and
sporadic attempts at restitution. It is certainly not in the majority’s interest to dig up whose apartments the new
tenants now live in, whose dental practices they inherited, whose family heirloom brooch is in their jewelry box.

This is why much of post-Holocaust Eastern Europe has been described as a purposeful “site of nonmemory,” a
“landscape of erasure.”  Ewa Ponowska Ziarek wrote of Poland, but her description is apt for the entire53

postcommunist political space when she describes “the erasure of collective and individual memories of Jewish life
. . ., the lack of mourning for the Jewish tragedy, and the overwhelming loss of awareness of the absence of Jews
and Jewish culture.”54

The fact that post-WWII Jewish communities in these countries are negligible in numbers and have limited
political clout is not incidental to this condition.  These countries were once multicultural societies with large55

Jewish minorities, but today most are ethnically homogeneous, making Eastern Europe a site of “dismembered
multiethnicity.”  This very fact of postwar ethnic homogeneity is a problem of “cultural intimacy”—an issue of56

domestic identity building, the thing that builds the nation together—but simultaneously also an issue of
international embarrassment and sometimes even shame.57

This argument builds on the already well-developed social psychology literature that emphasizes the need for
cognitive consistency in the face of moral transgressions. People who have carried out an act that is inconsistent
with their core beliefs or with their own self-identity (as “good,” “victim,” or “innocent”) seek to reduce this
cognitive dissonance and restore their self-esteem either by deflecting blame onto the victims of their actions, by
flat denial, or by attributing the wrongdoing to external circumstances outside of their immediate control.58

Of particular interest for my argument is research that shows that it is not only direct perpetrators but also their
descendants and even much larger social groups to which perpetrators have belonged that react in anger and
defiance, even engaging in further victimization of minority groups when confronted with the wrongdoings of their
in-group members in the past.  The classic and very relevant example of this is so-called secondary anti-Semitism,59

where reminders of the crimes of the Holocaust and the long-term impact on Jewish suffering induce guilt and
further strengthen anti-Semitism among contemporary Germans—even the youth, who are generations removed
from the events of WWII.60

It is against this background that the destabilizing effects of Holocaust memory in both postcommunist Europe
and the larger European Union can be best understood. Holocaust memory, as institutionalized in the Western
mnemonic cannon, created significant stress and anxiety in postcommunist states. It challenged these states’
biographies, their narratives about themselves and their past. It brought up undesirable memories that were contrary
to their identities of victimization at the hands of German and Soviet occupiers. These memories needed to be
challenged and confronted straight on.
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Constructing Holocaust Remembrance after Communism

Communism strictly regulated Holocaust remembrance, primarily by absorbing it as just one event within the much
larger story of WWII. Also, due to the region’s international political and social isolation, communist Holocaust
memory developed and solidified in almost complete marginalization from the cohering European Holocaust
narrative in the West.

Postcommunist European states first encountered the European push for a unified cosmopolitan memory of the
Holocaust as they tried to join various European organizations after 1991—foremost in their applications for
European Union membership, but also in attempts to gain membership in other European institutions such as the
Council of Europe. In 1995, the European Parliament passed the Resolution on the Return of Plundered Property to
Jewish Communities, which contained explicit demands for Eastern European states to return property looted in the
Holocaust, but also “welcome[d] the fact that certain Central and Eastern European countries have apologized
publicly for the crimes committed against Jews during the Second World War and have recognized their
responsibilities in respect of these crimes.”  Implied in this statement was that the rest of the Eastern European61

states should do the same.62

Of course, the fact that none of the European Parliament documents have ever issued a similar demand for an
apology for local complicity in the Holocaust from any Western European government—France, Belgium, Italy,
Austria, and the Netherlands are obvious candidates—has further fueled the Eastern Europeans’ sense of
resentment and injustice. Eastern European elites are keenly aware that there is continuing denial of the extent of
complicity in the Holocaust by the governments of these Western countries, which have anchored their memory of
the Holocaust on glorifying anti-Nazi resistance and downplaying—if not flatly ignoring—pervasive local
collaboration.63

Further infuriating Eastern European states has been Western Europe’s lack of acknowledgment of its role in
carving up the post-WWII East, making a deal with the Soviet Union that effectively handed over these states to
Stalin’s control. This issue would come up repeatedly in the discussions about appropriate Holocaust
remembrance. Many Eastern European politicians have explicitly asked Western European governments to
acknowledge that they had historically betrayed the East before any further debate was to occur regarding Eastern
European complicity in the Holocaust. What post-communist states asked of the West was to admit that they
“morally capitulated to the Soviets,” as a Lithuanian Member of the European Parliament remarked.64

In January 2000, in a major European institutional push to regulate Holocaust remembrance across the
continent, Sweden convened the Stockholm Forum on the Holocaust to define a common framework for European
Holocaust remembrance, research, and education.  The forum established the International Task Force on65

Holocaust Education, Remembrance and Research, renamed International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance
(IHRA) in 2012. It remains the international organization that most explicitly “constructs, institutionalizes and
diffuses” transnational Holocaust memory in Europe.  In 2005, the European Parliament adopted its most66

complete resolution on the Holocaust, the Resolution on Remembrance of the Holocaust, Anti-Semitism and
Racism, which established January 27 (the day of the liberation of Auschwitz in 1945) as “European Holocaust
Memorial Day across the whole of the EU.”67

And while postcommunist states accepted this new regulation, signed documents, and adopted major
parameters of the memory framework, presumably not wanting to jeopardize the delicate process of EU accession,
they also demanded a thorough renegotiation of European memory politics.  To respond to this reconfigured68

memory setting after communism, and to resolve the ontological insecurity it had brought, newly emerged East
Central European states developed a memory strategy that presented a competing memory to that of the
Holocaust—the memory of Stalinism. The memory of Auschwitz was now in competition with the memory of the
gulag.

This new remembrance of communist crimes, however, was not a completely organic development. It did not
emerge solely out of a collection of private and public memories that gathered, unrecognized and repressed during
communism. Instead, communist remembrance in East Central Europe was constructed after 1989 using the
already existing model of Holocaust remembrance.  Engaging in active historical knowledge production, various 69

memory actors—historical commissions, institutes of national memory, and newly established museums of
communism—used the Holocaust remembrance template, with a stratification of the victims, perpetrators, modes
of terror, suffering, and death that already made epistemological sense to Western European audiences.70

These institutions performed memory events in the narrative language of Holocaust remembrance. This
included the already existing repertoire of Holocaust imagery, such as concentration camps, slave labor, death
marches, deportations, forced hunger, and deprivation, as well as visual cues of abandoned suitcases and

 EBSCOhost - printed on 1/11/2024 4:09 AM via MASARYKOVA UNIVERZITA. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



28

boxcars—tropes of Holocaust remembrance that had now been repurposed to represent crimes of communism.71

Holocaust memory was thus reclaimed to represent the memory of communism in quite a direct way. Communist
crimes began to be referred to as the “Red Holocaust” or “the other Holocaust.”

It is not a coincidence, then, that the founders of the Romanian Sighet Memorial Museum of Communism
claimed to have come to the idea of creating such a museum after visiting Auschwitz in 1996, or that in 2000
Slovakia decided to revamp its national Museum of the Slovak National Uprising “to fill empty areas in the
historical memory so as to be able to correspond to a European standard.”  In fact, most of the museums of72

communism that sprung up after 1991 in some form instrumentalize already existing aesthetics of Holocaust
remembrance, often for quite overt nation-building purposes, with narrative frames that used to be reserved for
stories of fascism now used to narrate communism.  Universalization of the Holocaust, therefore, allowed for the73

Holocaust to be a “‘container’ for remembering different victims.”74

This new communist remembrance was also to a large extent built on already existing communist remembrance
in the West. For example, the already discussed, hugely influential  quite explicitly builtBlack Book of Communism
the case for the horrors of Stalinism on the existing Holocaust memory template. As Máté Zombory documents, the
authors of the  directly influenced subsequent debates in East Central Europe, includingBlack Book of Communism
the establishment of the House of Terror museum in Budapest, as members of its founding board. This new
construction of communist remembrance, then, “was the cooperative effort of a pan-European network of activists,
scholars, and politicians engaged in the struggle for a legitimate anti-Communist revision of history.”75

Significantly, Eastern European states forged alliances with the Western European right, most directly the
European People’s Party in the European Parliament, in pushing for EU resolutions and proclamations that would
decentralize the Holocaust from pan-European memory and add crimes of communism as the second and equal
part of this memory project.  These campaigns then gave the “new Europeans” the opportunity and platform to76

elevate their presence in the European Parliament on issues of great importance.77

The first in a series of EU resolutions on crimes of communism came in 2005—The Future of Europe Sixty
Years after the Second World War. Ironically, this expansion of totalitarianism to include all of communism—not
only its most totalitarian Stalinist expression—also led to the return to a communist-era interpretation of the
Holocaust, which deemphasized the uniqueness of Jewish suffering. The European Parliament’s 2005 resolution on
the sixtieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War in Europe on May 8, 1945, thus no longer referred to
Jews as the Holocaust’s principal victims, but instead to “all the victims of Nazi tyranny,” thereby elevating the
victimization of non-Jewish ethnic majorities in Eastern Europe.78

This demand to commemorate side by side—as consequentially the same—the “two twentieth-century
totalitarianisms” culminated in two European Union documents, the 2008 Declaration on the Proclamation of 23
August as European Day of Remembrance for Victims of Stalinism and Nazism and the Resolution on European
Conscience and Totalitarianism, which built on the 2008 Prague Declaration of the same name.79

The Prague Declaration explicitly lays out the ideological framework postcommunist European states have
used regarding the place of the Holocaust and communist memory. The rhetorical move of referring to “communist
crimes” instead of “Stalinist crimes” is critical here as it implies that terror was communism’s central organizing
feature, which then makes it easy to equate it narratively with fascism. Indeed, while the first article states, “Both
the Nazi and the Communist totalitarian regimes [should] each be judged by their own terrible merits,” the
declaration then goes on to claim that “exterminating and deporting whole nations and groups of population were
indivisible parts of the ideologies they availed themselves with,” which explicitly takes the specifically genocidal
aspect of Nazism—extermination of whole nations—and attributes it to communism. This equation of the two
regimes as being structurally the same even led one member of the European Parliament to declare, “I ask the
European Parliament to stand in solidarity with the victims of .”Fascist Communism 80

Acting on the 2008 Prague Declaration’s invitation to treat communism similarly to the Holocaust, a group of
East-Central European politicians and civil society actors—mostly from the right—organized another conference
in Prague in 2010, which produced the Declaration on Crimes of Communism. This document explicitly demands
that communism be retroactively criminalized and a special international tribunal be established “in a similar way
as the Nazi crimes were condemned and sentenced by the Nuremberg tribunal.”81

While the political purchase for postcommunist states of equating Nazism and communism is clear, a further
implication of this mnemonic practice is that by appropriating the Holocaust to criminalize communism,
postcommunist countries have also succeeded in removing the memory of antifascist resistance and its instrumental
role in defeating Nazism from the memory of WWII. Here I do not only mean the obvious role of the Soviet Red
Army in defeating the Wehrmacht and liberating concentration camps in the East, but even more so the role that
hundreds of thousands of partisans across occupied Europe played in sabotaging, disrupting, distracting, and also
directly fighting the Nazis and their local collaborators throughout the war.82
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It was the surviving socialists and communists of the Buchenwald concentration camp (many of them Jews
themselves) who gathered in the first few days after camp liberation on April 19, 1945, and took an oath to
“destroy Nazism from its roots . . . as our responsibility to our murdered comrades and their relatives.”  The83

Buchenwald Oath, and its decidedly antifascist narrative, is probably the earliest public act of Holocaust
memorialization. Removing this resistance from the memory of the Holocaust is not only a move in selective
historical narration, but it also denies the very foundation of Holocaust memory. Of all the victims of Nazism and
Stalinism, these resistance fighters seem to be left without anybody to advocate for their remembrance and
increasingly, as the next three chapters of the book demonstrate, are facing retroactive criminalization themselves.

It is precisely this concern that some on the European left have expressed in the European Parliament. In a
rebuttal to the 2013 Parliament proposal for a program titled Europe for Citizens, which adopted the two
totalitarianisms narrative, a group of European United Left/Nordic Green Left (GUE/NGL) EP members dissented,
on the grounds that “that future generations should [not] be told the historical lie that seeks to put Communists on a
par with Nazis, nor should they be encouraged to forget both the fascist dictatorships that once held sway in
southern Europe and the colonial past.”  Similarly, Glyn Ford, the representative of the Party of European84

Socialists pleaded, “While I am in favour of the maximum objectivity in analyzing Europe’s history, and while I
recognize the horrific nature of the crimes of Stalinist Russia . . . I am not willing to equate the crimes of the Nazis,
the Holocaust and the genocide that saw six million Jews, along with Communists, Trade Unionists and disabled,
die, with those of Stalinist Russia. This political relativism threatens to dilute the unique nature of the Nazi crimes,
and in doing so provides an intellectual underpinning to the ideologies of today’s neo-Nazis and fascists.”85

New European Memory from East to West

Postcommunist Holocaust remembrance and the elevation of communist crimes to the central historical narrative of
the twentieth century has not remained an exclusively Eastern European phenomenon. Instead, through tremendous
entrepreneurship by Eastern European memory actors including politicians allied with right-wing European
political parties, this new European memory has now become a full feature of  European memory projects, Eastall
and West.

The full equation of fascism and communism and their leveling as two European totalitarianisms has gotten
perhaps its clearest physical manifestation in the new House of European History (HEH), which after decades of
delays—some political, some administrative—finally opened in Brussels in May 2017.  HEH was a key EU86

project aimed at shoring up the cultural foundation for integration, strengthening European identity and building
EU legitimacy across the continent.  This is why the museum makes both the Holocaust and communist terror87

integral to the history of Europe, one that leads, teleologically, toward European integration.
HEH specifically avoids singling out the experience of the European Jewry and has no separate remembrance

of their annihilation—a curating decision agreed upon early in the development of the museum.  Instead, the88

Holocaust is woven through other narratives of WWII and post-WWII remembrance, leading one scholar to
wonder “to what extent history politics and remembrance policies of EU institutions more generally have become
East Europeanized.”89

There is a vibrant scholarship that looks at this outcome approvingly. As Maria Mälksoo has argued,
postcommunist European memory projects were simultaneously about seeking recognition from and status in
Europe while at the same time rejecting the dominant European narrative of its past, including the centrality of the
Holocaust to European postwar identity.  Mälksoo sees this postcommunist move as a form of Eastern European 90

emancipatory decolonization, where postcommunist states rejected both Western European and Soviet hegemony
over memory.  This is similar to Jay Winter’s call to shift the European memory center of gravity “from Paris to91

Warsaw.”92

The problem, however, is that this Eastern European desire to jump historically over the illegitimate communist
period and find national legitimacy in the precommunist past finds itself immediately confronted with the
collaborationist and often murderous quality of many of these past regimes, including fully homegrown fascist
regimes in Slovakia, Croatia, Hungary, and Romania and many collaborationist forces across all other Eastern
European states, a normative problem that the decolonization thesis often ignores. The search for the buried
memory, then, also further stigmatizes the national body politic. Looking for good memories, only worse ones are
found. Because it is difficult to erase or deny these memories, an easier path is to invert them—and claim that
crimes of Nazism and their local collaborators were in fact crimes of communism. The criminal past is not fully
denied, but the responsibility for it is misdirected, accomplishing two things: the absolution of the national criminal
past and the criminalization of communism.

What this process has produced, however, are new ruptures within states and within the EU, where Holocaust
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memory is still pan-European and cosmopolitan and where nationalized, particularized memories are threatening.
Postcommunist memory politics therefore has had a boomerang quality to it: the European push for cosmopolitan
Holocaust memory created a national particularistic backlash, which then created further insecurities both in the
states themselves and between the postcommunist states and the larger European Union.

To sum up, because the Holocaust is a “constitutive element of the European polity,” removing the centrality of
the Holocaust from European memory destabilizes the core of the European Union, which was built on the memory
of WWII—no WWII, no European Union.  What postcommunist European remembrance demonstrates, however,93

is that it is not only post-communist states that are facing narrative crises. It is also the EU itself—by being
confronted with the fact that, first, its foundational narrative of the Holocaust is no longer the central unifying
narrative in Europe and, second, its foundational mission of peace is also on the verge of collapse after the EU so
thoroughly failed to prevent war and genocide in Europe in the 1990s. Postcommunist remembrance, then, causes
self-doubt within core European states, destabilizes relationships with the “new Europeans” in the East, and
produces conditions that can contribute to old and new types of Holocaust revisionism, denial, and neofascist
resurgence.

The Eastern Europeanization of Holocaust remembrance also destabilizes the “old” EU because it deconstructs
the solidified narrative of primarily German responsibility and opens up a variety of new narratives about multiple
responsibilities for the Holocaust in the West. It can bring, for example, a new reevaluation of Italy’s fascism and
its inadequate postwar repudiation, or focus new attention on the extent of collaboration and meeker resistance in
occupied France, Belgium, and the Netherlands than has been maintained over the past decades.

This new European memory also endangers another of the EU’s foundational narratives: that of post-WWII
integration and progress as contrasts to the darkness of the Holocaust. By deconstructing these narratives, it also
destroys the shield that has absolved the contemporary EU from reckoning with its problems of continuing racism
or broader human rights deficits today. Finally, if the Holocaust and WWII are not “time zero” for the EU, this
starts to bring up extremely uncomfortable memories of Europe’s colonial crimes that in many ways foreshadowed
the Holocaust.  The renegotiation of the official European memory of the twentieth century, then, can open up94

space for the renegotiation of Europe’s more distant imperial past and thus situate WWII not as an aberration but a
continuation of European history and the technology of violence, cutting at the core of the EU’s contemporary
identity.

The European Union as a whole and EU member states as its constitutive parts are in crisis—uncertain about their
identities, the cohesion of their union, the strength of their mutual commitments, and about each other. This crisis
can best be understood as a feeling of profound ontological insecurity—an insecurity of identity. I argued in this
chapter that an additional contributing factor to this sense of general unease within the EU is its contested political
memory, especially memory of the Holocaust and memory of communism. As the EU has enlarged to the East, a
completely new set of memories and mnemonic practices was introduced to the European narrative. This process
has been neither easy nor smooth, and it is far from resolved. It has also produced tremendous narrative rewriting,
relaxing some of the most established mnemonic canons of the twentieth century (the memory of the Holocaust),
which has in turn created a political environment fertile for memory challenges, disruptions, and revisions.

Encouraged by the European Union’s declarations equating crimes of Nazism with crimes of communism
under the umbrella of crimes of totalitarianism, many Eastern European states have appropriated Holocaust
memory and even imagery to talk about crimes of previous communist regimes. Holocaust remembrance, then, is
no longer about the Holocaust at all, but is about very acute ontological security needs of new states that are
building their identity as fundamentally anticommunist, which then in turn makes them more legitimately
European and capitalist.  Holocaust remembrance does not only provide a state its mnemonic security needs, but it95

secures its ideological legitimacy as well.
Political memory, therefore, can be both a source and a product of state ontological insecurity. It can destabilize

identities within states themselves, by radically changing accepted state biographies and biographical narratives,
but it often also destabilizes state relationships with other states and international actors, relationships that gave the
state a sense of routine, familiarity, and calm. At the same time, new versions of political memory can be a result
of state ontological insecurities. When states feel insecure, they may try to affix a certain memory in place, or try to
replace bad memories with those more favorable to the state view of self. These radical mnemonic ruptures,
however, can then further destabilize state internal and external relationships, to significant international political
effect.
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