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Executive Summary

This report surveys and analyses how Holocaust
memory was shaped, enacted, and discussed
in Poland, Hungary, Germany, England, and
Spain, between 2019 and 2022. We report on
the changes taking place in Holocaust memory
across three domains of the public sphere: the
political, educational, and in social media. This
is an interdisciplinary and multinational study,
involving scholars from seven countries (Poland,
Hungary, Germany, England, Spain, Israel and
Denmark) and from seven fields (Education,
History, Media Studies, Memory Studies, Political
Science, Psychology and Sociology).

The report is innovative in its interdisciplinary
perspective, methodological triangulation
and broad scope on the topic at hand. It
is intended for those involved in teaching,
commemorating, and researching Holocaust
memory as well as for policymakers, journalists
and anyone interested in deciphering the
complex intersections of past and present.

The report focuses on three main sets of
comparative and cross-disciplinary questions.

The first set of questions relates to the dual role
that Holocaust memory serves in today’s public
discourse. Holocaust memory has gradually
transformed into the basis for a common global
identity and human rights value system, but at
the sametime nationalist, far-right, and counter-
hegemonic revisionist versions of the past are
being articulated. This leads to questions about
when and how these various Holocaust memory
tropes are expressed differentially in various
domains, and in various groups such as nations,
eastern/western European blocs, and left/right
political factions. How do these tropes interact
or compete, and what are the similarities and
differences in their manifestations?

A second set of questions pertains to the
effects of the past on the present, and of the
present on memories of the past. In this period
of heightened anxiety, including the rise of
extreme right parties, a significant increase in
immigration and refugees, the Covid pandemic
and the ensuing economic instability, how are
contemporary events related to the memory of
the Holocaust? Do they supersede it, leading to
the gradual fading from memory of the mass-
murder that shook the twentieth century?
Do they reshape it, shedding new light on its
lessons, or are they amplified by its memory,
in the way that foundational traumas taint
events with fear of their recurrence? These
explanations are not mutually exclusive, and we
explore the possibility that the present and the
past engage in multidirectional dialogue over
diverse memory platforms.

A third set of questions revolves around the
juxtaposition of the roles that countries played
in the Holocaust with their contemporary
coming-to-terms with the past. The five selected
European countries played very different roles
during the Holocaust, and their post-WWII
histories differed greatly as well. How do these
past roles and histories shape the memory of
the Holocaust today? How is the consolidated
Holocaust memory used and negotiated in
public spaces? How is the Holocaust being
taught in each of these countries and to what
extent do national curricula reflect the ways
in which each country has been processing its
past in the public sphere?

The time frame (2019-2022) was selected
to capture a typical period of Holocaust
memory in Europe, with the 75" Holocaust
Remembrance Day as a major discursive event.
The countries were chosen for their similarities
and differences, the former offering a shared
basis for comparison and the latter reflecting
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important aspects that we wished to explore
relating to national histories. The three cultural
domains were chosen since each provides
a unique perspective of shifts in Holocaust
memory, and all three combined tell a more
comprehensive story of how the Holocaust is
being remembered and expressed today.

Political discourse and media shape and
construct the memory of the Holocaust in
the public sphere and can help us decipher
the strategic and instrumental use of the
past in the present. To gain insight into this
domain, we analysed thousands of media
sources, parliamentary debates and political
speeches referring to the Holocaust, which
were published and delivered between 2019
and 2021. Educating about the Holocaust is the
domain through which remembrance is formally
transferred to the next generation. We explored
it as a site of interaction between teachers’
personal, professional, and national Holocaust
memory legacies and did so by conducting in-
depth interviews and surveys with 98 teachers
(around 20 teachers per country). The use of
social media in memorialization practices is
becoming increasingly prevalent, with new
practices emerging that transcend established
boundaries. Social media can amplify
distortion, antisemitism, and hate speech,
but also contribute to creating and expanding
Holocaust knowledge and memory, especially
among younger generations. We collected over
half a million Holocaust-related tweets from
the five countries and conducted quantitative
and qualitative analyses to gain insight into the
interactions between Holocaust memory and

key contemporary topics.

Findings

The findings are divided into three domain
sections — public-political, educational and
social media. Each section includes a review
of the subject in the academic literature, a
methods chapter, findings by country and a
comparative analysis. The report concludes
with an integrative discussion highlighting
central findings and similarities and differences
between domains and countries and ending
with a series of recommendations.

Holocaust remembrance in the public-
political discourse

This section highlights the ways in which
Holocaust memory serves to express political
views, social identities, and cultural concerns.
It also identifies differences and similarities
in the public-political discourse surrounding
the Holocaust in the selected countries. Each
country is discussed in a separate chapter
that provides an overview of how Holocaust
memory has been consolidated since the end
of WWII, then turns to analyse references to
the Holocaust in that country’s central media
venues, parliamentary debates and political
speeches, from 2019-2021. We find that, while
the extent and intensity of discussing and
referencing the Holocaust varies significantly
across these countries, Holocaust memory
plays a role in reconstructing the past and
negotiating the present in all of them. In other
words, the Holocaust remains an important
part of the European collective consciousness.

In all countries except Germany, we identified a
tendency to present a mostly heroic or guilt-free
narrative of the nation’s behaviour during the
Holocaust. The Polish government’s “historical
policy” denies any significant involvement of
Poles in the murder of Jews. The Hungarian
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government acknowledges the collaboration of
the Hungarian state with Nazi Germany but fails
to acknowledge the significant involvement of
portions of the Hungarian people in atrocities
against the Jews. Ignorance and denial of
Spanish collaboration in the extermination of
the Jews similarly prevail in Spain, and, while
the historical context is very different, there
is a parallel tendency in England to focus on
its heroic legacy in WWII and to overlook less
savoury aspects of its history, such as Britain’s
treatment of Jewish refugees, during this
period.

Holocaust memory is often invoked when
addressing antisemitic actions and expressions
in each of these countries. Antisemitism is
treated with genuine concern and at the same
time used as a political tool in all the countries
under examination. While the governments in
Poland and Hungary have publicly committed
to protecting the Jewish community from
antisemitism, various public figures use coded
antisemitic language to further their own
political agenda or accuse others of doing so.
Denouncing rivals as antisemitic is a common
theme in Spain, England and Germany as well.
Holocaust revisionism, more than outright
denial, is prevalent among the far-right in the
countries we examined. Furthermore, to defend
themselves against accusations of antisemitism,
far right parties as well as the governments of
Poland and Hungary emphasize their support
for Israel and condemn leftist and anti-Zionist
antisemitism.  They
immigration as a national threat that endangers
local Jewish communities. In contrast, in
English public discourse, political actors tend
to relate antisemitism to Islamophobia and
minority discrimination as equally pernicious
phenomena.

also portray Muslim

The study finds that the division between
east European and west European Holocaust
memory cultures is not straightforward.
There are memory camps across the political
spectrum, with conservative-nationalist
voices promoting competitive victimhood
and a heroic national identity, centrist voices
promoting a cosmopolitan memory that
emphasizes the singular evil of the Holocaust
and its universal lessons, and leftist voices
using Holocaust memory to critique hegemonic
memory cultures and promote recognition of
other mass atrocities. The position on the
political spectrum is more determinative than
geographical location when it comes to the
invocation of Holocaust memory in public
discourse. In all camps, however, Holocaust
memory is primarily used to construct and
negotiate national identity, also in relation to
the European Union.

Overall, the enduring presence of Holocaust
memory in public-political discourse illustrates
its deep entrenchment in western European
collective consciousness, even if it is often
through popular associations rather than deep
historical knowledge or used instrumentally to
promote social and political views and interests.

Educating about the Holocaust

This section begins by describing the state of
educating about the Holocaust (EaH) in each
of the five countries, based on an extensive
scholarly literature review. Next, we turn to a
mixed-methods analysis of in-depth interviews
and quantitative questionnaires, to explore
the experiences of 98 teachers in EaH that
we interviewed. The findings regarding each
national group of teachers are presented
separately, offering a rich and detailed picture
of EaH today in that country. We conclude with
a comparative analysis.
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Overall, we found that country-level EaH
map onto a two-dimensional space that
considers two parameters: 1) the historical and
geographical proximity of each country to the
events of the Holocaust and (2) the approach of
the country to public self-reflection about the
historical period of WWII and the Holocaust.
In terms of proximity, Germany, Hungary, and
Poland were directly involved or affected by
the Holocaust and England and Spain were
more peripheral to the event. We found that
teachers in countries closer to the Holocaust
engage their students more easily with the
topic, while teachers in countries more distant
from the subject struggle more with a sense
of distance. Polish and Hungarian teachers in
particular, have been effective in harnessing
local history to teach about the Holocaust. In
Spainand England, distance remainsachallenge.
However, it is the pedagogical implications of
the second dimension, national style of public
reflection, that are especially instrumental in
shaping EaH: The more a nation is comfortable
acknowledging its own role and responsibility in
the Holocaust, the more comfortable teachers
are in expressing themselves creatively in
Holocaust education. We found that teachers
in Germany and England are more willing to
work through the Holocaust, while Poland and
Hungary are noted as being more resistant.
When teachers in the latter countries wish to
present a self-critical view of the Holocaust, as
many of them do, they must implicitly oppose
the attitudes of their government. Spain also
has a problematic past when it comes to Jews
and antisemitism, but not all Spanish teachers
are aware of this. In sum, the extent to which
a nation has worked through its past and
taken responsibility for various aspects of it
affects how Holocaust education is taught and
how comfortable teachers are in expressing
themselves.

A comparative examination of themes that
emerged from the interviews and a categorical
analysis of over 3000 coded
segments crossed with survey data, identified
various underlying patterns. Some were shared
across locations. For example, teachers in all
five countries were committed to EaH and
articulated its importance, often employed
creative pedagogies to engage their students
in the topic, and experienced challenges in
their work including encountering elements
of antisemitism among students. In their
teaching, most teachers use comparative
frameworks to discuss the Holocaust in relation
to other events. Another preferred educational
response to challenges is to offer an ethical
perspective on Holocaust memory. Most
teachers reported that once engaged, students
tend to react positively to the topic, leading to
increased emotional and cognitive resonance
with Holocaust memory.

interview

Other aspects of EaH differed by country. For
example, attitudes of indifference and “rivalry
of victimhood” in relation to the Holocaust
were most reported by Polish and Hungarian
teachers. English and German teachers mostly
described a “supportive environment” for EaH.
The endorsement of “shock pedagogy” in EaH
was more common among Spanish teachers
and developmentally sensitive EaH was mostly
found among the English teachers. Teachers in
Spain tended to connect EaH to a human rights
framework while in Poland this framework was
uncommon.

Teachers also discussed EaH goals, content,
pedagogy, changes taking place in EaH in recent
years, training and sources of support. Among
other findings, training in EaH was significantly
related to the number of hours spent teaching
about the Holocaust per course: teachers with
EaH training taught about the Holocaust for
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nearly double the average time that teachers
without training dedicated to it.

A major difference between teachers of
central-eastern Europe and those of western
Europe related to their perceived educational
freedom and affinity to their current nation’s
narrative about the Holocaust. While Polish
teachers were managing difficult “history
politics” and Hungarian teachers were
offering a counter-narrative to the nationalist
and populist discourse of their government,
German teachers and English ones typically
identified with their national Holocaust
memory narrative. Many of the teachers from
eastern-central Europe tended to oppose their
governments’ policies but we also observed
a chilling effect on EaH due to governmental
policies in these countries.

Our findings suggest that Holocaust education
should be based on factually accurate and
academically grounded historiography, and
that it should entail national self-criticism
where appropriate and encourage critical self-
reflection. Furthermore, Holocaust education
should be approached as a whole-school,
interdisciplinary endeavour, and educators
should pay attention to the shifts in students’
sources of information on the Holocaust due to
the digital era.

The Holocaust on social media

This section asks about the prevalence, content
and context of Holocaust memory on social
media (SM), while discussing how it intersects
with other topics of interest, in each of the
five countries. SM constitutes “a counter-
public sphere,” which includes alternative- or
even counter-memory that is less regulated
than that of other public domains. Holocaust
memory on SM is therefore always a form of

conflicting or “agonistic memory” and within
the networked structure of SM, it becomes
“connected memory,” with an affinity towards
analogies and multi-perspective approaches to
history.

Our study focused on one particularly discursive
and political platform: the short-text blogging
platform Twitter. We contextualized this by
reviewing current studies and research reports
that explore Holocaust memory on all the main
social media platforms of the early 2020s.

Our review of Holocaust memory on various
social media platforms indicates that SM is a
form of memory-engagement that undermines
traditional “top-down” models of collective
memory. For Holocaust memory, this has
positive and negative implications. While all
social media platforms present a “dark side”
in the form of hate speech, antisemitism,
racism, distortion and denial, they also allow
for more active and personal engagement with
the subject, and each platform does so in its
unique ways. We review the characteristics
and  affordances, content  moderation
strategies and levels of antisemitism and
Holocaust denial and distortion on Twitter,
Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, TikTok and
Telegram, based on previous reports and
studies. We conclude that Holocaust-related
discourse on SM is characterized by two sets
of juxtapositions: commemoration versus
denial/distortion, and a historical focus versus
a currents-affairs one. Intersecting these two
axes generates four kinds of activities that
are prevalent on SM: Secondary antisemitism,
Holocaust distortion, equations and analogies,
and national or European memory. The report
details and discusses each of these, concluding
that Holocaust memory on SM intensifies all
four. Another conclusion is that not all cases
fall neatly into one of the four categories, with
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some types of comparisons especially difficult
to evaluate.

Tounderstand the nature of such SM activitiesin
depth, we collected 569,509 Holocaust-related
tweets posted between June 25, 2021, and
September 30, 2021, a randomly chosen period
designed to offer insights into the everyday
appearances of Holocaust mentions on Twitter,
in Poland, Hungary, Germany, England and
Spain. These were first analysed using Natural
Language Processing programs. Next, a random
sample of 580 tweets was manually coded. The
abundance of references to the Holocaust in a
period with no outstanding debates or events
related to Holocaust memory indicates that the
Holocaust is a universal reference frame that
does not depend on specific triggering topics
and can be evoked virtually everywhere and at
any time.

The analysis of each country’s Twitter discourse
about the Holocaust shows that in most
countries, Holocaust references relate to topics
and debates in the present. 75% of the coded
and agreed-upon tweets use the Holocaust in
that manner, while only 25% primarily focus
on it as a historical phenomenon. In four out
of the five countries most tweets deal with
current affairs. Some examples explored in the
report include the way Covid restrictions are
compared to the Holocaust in Germany, the
debate in England around the accusation of
Holocaust denial as a tool to attack or defend
political entities, and the tying of Holocaust
memory in Spain to VOX, Spain’s rising far-right
party, by referring to them as “Nazis.” The one
exception to this tendency to raise Holocaust
memory in order to refer to current events
was in Poland, in which a historical discourse
about the Holocaust was more common than
a current-events one. However, a closer look at
Polish tweets demonstrates the amalgamation

of the history-related discourse and present-
day topics and political affairs on SM. Thus, at
first sight, a debate in Poland about the Polish
role in the Jedwabne pogrom or confiscated
property is purely historical. But beneath
the surface, these debates are about Polish
collective identities and national pride and
express the difficulties in coming to terms
with Poland’s relation to the history of the
Holocaust. We concluded that most Twitter
communication about the Holocaust refers to
political controversies or to political events,
rather being commemorative, educational or
informative.

We also analysed two specific foci on aspects
of Holocaust memory in Europe today: The
intersection between Holocaust memory and
working through Europe’s colonialist past, and
the genocide of the Roma and the Sinti, since
the European Holocaust Memorial Day for the
Sinti and Roma fell within our study period.

In the period of our study the link between the
Holocaust and colonialism on SM was twice as
strong in Germany than in England. In Germany,
these tweets tended to originate in the debates
on the uniqueness of the Holocaust and about
the justification of historical comparison. In
England, some tweets highlighted the disparity
between “forgotten” British colonial atrocities
and its heroic self-image derived from the
victory over Nazi Germany, while others
related to Israel in this context. A coding of
tweets intersecting Holocaust and colonialism
found that a majority (55%) of them reflected
a multidirectional approach, that is, using one
memory as a medium for another memory.

While many of the tweets on the genocide
of the Sinti and Roma in Europe focused on
commemorating the victims, multidirectional
intersections of themes and topics based on
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victim competition were more common, often
contrasting Sinti and Roma victims with Jewish
ones. While commemoration dominated the
German discourse, victim competition was
popular in Spain and England. Hungary was
unusual in having many derogatory tweets that
reflected an everyday culture of antigypsyism.

In sum, Twitter users in each of the five
countries primarily “use” the Holocaust to
discuss contemporary issues rather raising it in
order to “talk about” the Holocaust itself.

Integrative Discussion

We conclude with an interdisciplinary
integration of the findings, noting, first, that
the memory of the Holocaust remains alive
but is diversifying and struggling for relevance
in some places, especially among the younger

generation.

Our findings led us to highlight a common
memory practice that we termed “relationing
the Holocaust.” This involves making the
connected to
people’s lives and times and serves several
psychological processes, including analogy-
making, the human need for connection and
relationships, and meaning-making. We found

Holocaust relevant and

relationing to be prevalent in different contexts
and countries, and to interact with various
agendas,
xenophobia, warning against Covid vaccines,

including combating racism and

cautioning against abortions, and warning of
climate change. The study emphasizes the
individual and personal aspects of relationing,
which veers between intimacy and the public
sphere. We conclude that there is a need
for a nuanced “ethics of comparisons” that
considers intentions, mode of argumentation,
sensibilities of concerned parties, and context

of expression in determining the moral value of
Holocaust comparisons.

Regarding differences in the presence of
Holocaust memory between countries,
these can be accounted for by the role that
Holocaust memory plays in the national
identity-building project of each country. An
especially distinguishing aspect of Holocaust
memory is the political left-right identification
of those remembering it, regardless of their
nationality. The exception to the public
domain instrumental treatment of Holocaust
memory is the education arena, which is both
about teaching history, and about supporting
education on values, morals and identity.

Holocaust memory is expressed differently
on pan-European and national levels. The
European Union (EU) considers the Holocaust
to be a formative event in European history
and the basis for a shared value system of
democratic principles, equality, and human
rights. The EU’s perspective on Holocaust
memory can be seen in mainstreaming the fight
against antisemitism across all policy areas. This
perspective on Holocaust memory is reflected
in all five countries studied, but other memory
perspectives are upheld parallel to it, and they
are sometimes, but not always, nationalistic.
Some nations uphold the cosmopolitan
memory of the Holocaust to serve as an entry
ticket to the European Union. As a result, in
the Eastern European countries, we found a
compartmentalization of Holocaust memory
between a global form expected by western
countries and a local form of remembrance.

More prominently, Holocaust memory is shaped
by politics and the media in national contexts,
with politicians and media outlets often using
Holocaust memory to fit their own views of
national identity and needs. The political left-



18

Shifts in Holocaust Memory in Europe

right identification of those remembering
the Holocaust is a distinguishing aspect, with
political affiliation often more indicative of
attitudes towards Holocaust memory than
national historical roles played in the Holocaust.
A rhetoric that eschews “politics of shame” in
favour of a heroic national memory of WWII is
shared by nationalists in Poland, Hungary, AfD
supporters in Germany, as well as Spanish VOX
supporters. Left-wing media platforms and
politicians in these countries tend to critique
dominant heroic national narratives about
the Holocaust and frame it as part of a larger
discourse on colonialism, slavery, and human
rights. This finding is echoed in the educational
and social media domains as well.

The role of political values and agendas in
shaping Holocaust memory should be seen as
part of a broader category of identity conflicts,
which is local and national. Holocaust memory
is a tool for shaping collective national identities
while also serving specific political interests.
The shaping of Holocaust memory is strongly
linked to geo-historical contexts, with Europe’s
memory remaining deeply asymmetrical
between the western and eastern blocs.
Triggers for engaging in discussion and memory
of the Holocaust differ across domains.
Holocaust memory in the public-political
discourse reflects the goals and nature of that
domain, often surfacing in national majority
contexts in reaction to counter-memories by
minority groups or individuals. In contrast to
the reactive nature of other public memory
cultures, nearly all teachers initiated teaching
about the Holocaust. On social media, most of
the tweets mentioning the Holocaust deal with
current affairs, with a minority dealing with the

historical Holocaust.

The study offers recommendations to various
stakeholders. Some of our recommendations
are:

e States should prioritise forms of
remembrance more closely aligned with
a climate of acceptance and tolerance,
that is, forms of memory that relate to
accepting otherness rather than to focusing
on the nation’s victimhood or pride. One
way of promoting this is by conducting
an evaluation of existing Holocaust
remembrance and education programs in
collaboration with experts designing and
implementing similar projects.

e Educational policy makers should strive to
treat EaH as an interdisciplinary endeavour:
in History, contextualize the historical
facts; in Philosophy, work on ethical and
political reflection; in Language, Arts and
Literature, relate to first-hand narratives
of the Holocaust, in Civics, discuss the
role of democracy, rights and activism in
preventing future genocides, and in Arts,
engage on a personal and creative level
with Holocaust memory. Integrative units
that promote reflection should be included
in the curriculum.

e In terms of value education, proactively
promoting teachers’ and students’ internal
sense of freedom by teaching them to
strengthen their ‘free will muscles’ Is an
important educational goal stemming from
EaH.

* NGOs should establish incubators that will
focus on creating supportive and productive
environments for the development of
international initiatives that deal with
racism, prejudice and antisemitism and work
in cooperation with global organizations
active in the field to promote pluralism and
acceptance.
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Institutions of Pre-Service and In-Service
EaH Training should offer teachers and
teachers-in-training a range of new
pedagogiesand digital toolsin EaH that focus
on students’ reflexivity, critical thinking, and
social awareness. A supportive environment
that compensates and supports teachers
for promoting such projects can help more
teachers take ownership and become

proactive in EaH.

Social Media moderators and policymakers
should focus on the tactics that enable a
wider audience to access information about
the history of Holocaust and the negative
effects of antisemitism, racism, prejudice
and intolerance on society and develop
affinity spaces (locations where groups of
people are drawn together because of a
shared interest) effectively.

Finally, =~ remembering the historical
Holocaust is best done synergistically
through political, educational and public

administration collaboration.

While the memory of the Holocaust is alive and
relevant,itstransformationintoayardstickforall
eviland horror, means that it is potentially losing
its own memory space and becoming a point of
reference for other tragedies. The associative
power of the memory of the Holocaust and
the importance of relationing are forces for
remembering and engaging with Holocaust
memory but we should beware of using the
memory of the Holocaust for fearmongering,
which can silence people and paralyze their
action. We suggest that pedagogies of fear
be replaced with conversation and dialogue,
leading to engagement, growth, and activism
towards a better future for all.

We hope that our recommendations will
contribute to the development of more
effectivecommemoration, Holocausteducation
programs, social media moderation policies and
further studies on Holocaust memory in Europe
and that the lessons of the Holocaust will serve
as signposts for contemporary politicians. This
could ultimately help to promote a culture of
tolerance and acceptance across the continent.
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Introduction

Holocaust memory in Europe is shifting. Notwithstanding its prominence as a historical and moral
watershed, and its salience as a feature of contemporary culture, its current remembrance is
diversifying and often conflicting. The changes reflect the history of different European countries
during and following WWII, the evolution of Holocaust memory over the years, and current internal
and external political developments in each country.

The following report is the culmination of a comparative study of the changes taking place in
Holocaust memory in Poland, Hungary, Germany, England, and Spain between 2019 and 2022.
This research explores contemporary Holocaust remembrance and how it has been shifting and
modifying in response to social and political developments. We focus on three memory sites,
which we call “domains” — public-political discourses, Holocaust education and social media
discourses — to explore how the Holocaust is discussed in relation to present-day concerns. Utilizing
a multidisciplinary analysis between and within the countries and sites of memory enabled us to
reach insights about how Holocaust memory is used in the selected countries in light of their past
involvement in the Holocaust, present challenges, and political worldviews. The report is intended
for all those involved in teaching, commemorating and researching the Holocaust worldwide, as well
as policymakers, journalists, and practitioners who are involved with Holocaust memory directly
or indirectly through policymaking. Juxtaposing past and present trends in national Holocaust
collective memories using a methodological and disciplinary triangulation, it contributes to ongoing
discussions and debates about Holocaust memory, political ideology, and antisemitism.

In what follows we offer a brief review of the conceptual framework through which Holocaust
memory is currently discussed and researched. We explore some of the perspectives and questions
addressed in Holocaust research and Memory Studies, outline the research aims and questions
and elaborate on the choice of the five countries examined in this research. We then discuss the
selection of the three domains, extending the discussion to consider how these can contribute to a
comprehensive overview of the phenomenon beyond the scope of the existing report. Finally, we
review the structure of the report and its significance.

1.1. Conceptual Framework of Holocaust Memory

Public memory of the Holocaust has changed significantly over the years. A gradual process has
transformed Holocaust memory into its current status as the greatest act of brutality and genocide
in human history and an expression of radical evil that transcends national and ethnic boundaries.
Since the end of the Cold War, Holocaust memory has gradually become the basis for what could
possibly be termed a common global identity! and a global human rights value system (Diner 2003,

1 Through, for instance, the founding of the Task Force for International Cooperation on Holocaust Education,
Remembrance and Research in 1998; the Declaration of the Stockholm International Forum on the Holocaust in
2000; and the 2005 UN resolution designating January 27 — the anniversary of the 1945 liberation of Auschwitz-
Birkenau — as Holocaust Remembrance Day.
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van der Poel 2019), which includes tolerance, diversity and respect for human dignity as well as the
struggle against racism and antisemitism. Holocaust memory thus evolved over time, understood
as a unique historical lesson that binds together European nations under a shared set of values
(Assmann 2010; Levy and Sznaider 2002).

Broadly conceived as a “cosmopolitan memory” (Levy & Sznaider 2002), during the 1990s Holocaust
memory became standardized and homogenized across Western Europe. At the same time, it
transformed Holocaust recognition and commemoration into a “contemporary European entry
ticket” (Assmann 2010, 102-103; Judt 2005, 803): to be included in the EU, and considered a “full
European,” states must first acknowledge the Holocaust and partake in its commemoration. As such,
in Eastern Europe, the uniqueness and cosmopolitan memory of the Holocaust is often perceived
by some researchers as a Western preoccupation (Malksoo 2009) that is externally imposed and
not necessarily internally accepted. Moreover, EU Holocaust remembrance and commemoration
is perceived by some East European countries as competing with memories of national suffering
inflicted by Nazism and communism (Kucia 2016). Rather than revising previous national myths,
some governments of Eastern European states promote nationalized versions of the past through
legislation, political discourse and education (Koposov 2017; Subotic 2019).2

The act of working through the past (Adorno 2003; LaCapra 2001) is attempted by all European
states in various forms. It includes a range of practices, beginning with silencing, forgetting or
depicting the conscious process of “replacing painful memories with less painful ones” (Pet6 2019,
472) through Holocaust revisionism and even denial. These kinds of practices are undertaken by the
general population and the government, and not only by fringe groups in society.

The twenty-one years that passed since the Stockholm International Forum on the Holocaust have
witnessed an erosion of what could have been a coherent system of human rights values and a
global Holocaust memory. Instead, we are experiencing today a “clash of solidarities” (Krastev 2017,
43) wherein “national, ethnic and religious solidarities are colliding with post-national, cosmopolitan
solidarities on which the commemoration of the Shoah is also based” (van der Poel 2019, 277).
In Central and Eastern Europe two parallel forms of Holocaust memory exist: a local form of
remembrance (Kovacs 2016a) and a global form (one that is “expected” by Western countries).
The polarization of Holocaust memory is growing, and with it, nationalist, alt-right and counter-
hegemonic revised versions of the past are articulated (Herfroy-Mischler 2016; Ofer 2018) that
manifest growing anti-immigration, antisemitic, and racist attitudes (ADL 2018; ADL Global 2015;
Green 2018; FRR 2018). In light of the above we present our research aims and questions, focusing
on the larger framework of the research and the potential of empirical choices to provide a deep
and comprehensive analysis of how Holocaust memory shifts and changes in various domains.

2 Thedistinction between Western and Eastern European forms of memory does not directly apply to Spain, which
has established its own particular version of Holocaust memory.
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1.2. The Study: Structure, Research Aims and Questions

This research examines the shifts in Holocaust memory in five European countries between 2019

|H

and 2022. The timeframe enables a glimpse into contemporary “uneventful” Holocaust memory (see
elaboration below). Specifically, we set out to explore the relationship between current challenges
and exigencies and contemporary Holocaust memory. We focus on three domains: public-political
discourse, education, and social media, to explore how Holocaust memory is discussed in light
of present-day political issues. Such a framework enables us to examine the interactions and
intersections between various public perceptions of the Holocaust and how these are negotiated
and receive meaning when discussed in juxtaposition to existing political change. Focusing on five
countries enables a comparative analysis that, in turn, affords a broader and more comprehensive

understanding of changes in Holocaust memory in Europe according to specific blocs.

Three questions guided this research:

1. To what extent is Holocaust memory present in public-political, educational and social media
discourses on contemporary affairs in Europe? Under what circumstances does Holocaust
memory surface in the countries we examined and what characterizes its expressions?

2. How do the countries we studied differ from one another in terms of Holocaust memory? What
categorization scheme best organizes the differences in attitudes towards Holocaust memory?
(e.g., historical, political)

3. How does contemporary Holocaust memory differ across the three domains? To what extent do
they interact with one another?

The study involved a dialogue between scholars from the disciplines of History, Psychology, Political
Science, Media Studies, Education, Sociology and Memory Studies. While we shared the same
goals and research questions, our disciplines engendered significant epistemic and methodological
disparities. Bringing diverse datasets — teacher interviews, political speeches, newspaper articles,
parliamentary debates and tweets —into a joint focus was challenging. However, rather than present
each set of findings side by side in a multi-disciplinary fashion, we aimed for inter-disciplinary dialogue.
This study also included scholars from multiple countries: Israel, Poland, Germany, Hungary, Spain,
England and Denmark, often with different interpretive lenses on the topics at hand. As such,
this study can be described as a combination of emic and etic® perspectives, that is, it involves
experts from the inside collaborating with outsiders looking in, to generate a nuanced picture of the

3 Linguist Kenneth Pike (2015/1954) originally coined the terms emic and etic to connote the different cultural
foundations of phonemics and phonetics. This distinction has since shifted to the social sciences and taken root
there (Headland et al. 1990). According to Hahn et al. (2011, 45), “An etic concept is one defined by the investigator
independently of any particular context and which can therefore serve as a basis for comparisons across cultures. An
emic concept is grounded in the worldview of the participants, reconstructed by the researcher, and corresponds
to the meanings participants themselves attach to their experience.” In the context of narrative research, Ben
Ari and Enosh (2019, 24) suggest that the etic perspective corresponds to “experiencing the phenomenon from
outside” and the emic perspective corresponds to “experiencing a phenomenon from within, on the personal
level.” It is in this last sense that we consider our study to be dialectically emic and etic.
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issues at hand. Rather than attempt to resolve disagreements, we ascribed to a pluralistic research
perspective, according to which narrative polyphony reflects reality better than any single voice
can (Novis-Deutsch 2018). We took care to enable each researcher to preserve their positionality
with integrity (Ben-Ari and Enosh 2019), and as a result, not all chapters or sections share the same
voice. Both the interdisciplinary and multi-national aspects of our study seem warranted in light
of the social and cultural complexity of the phenomena we explored and the significance of their
implications.

1.3. Selection of the Time Frame for This Research

To identify shifts in contemporary Holocaust memory across the five countries during the 2019-
2022 period we examined how the Holocaust was discussed in public-political discourse between
2019-2021, interviewed teachers between 2020-2021, and examined appearances of Holocaust-
related topics on Twitter over June-September in 2021. The analysis of this material took place over
2021-2022, and this is reflected in the inclusion of relevant events from 2022 in the analysis and
interpretation of the data. Two considerations motivated this decision.

First, the “non-uniqueness” of these years (a priori, not considering Covid) is what allowed us to
capture a “snapshot” of real, typical and uneventful Holocaust memory in Europe. Second, this
decision enabled us to focus on the 75" Holocaust Remembrance Day as a major discursive event
(in 2020) and to compare it to the previous and subsequent remembrance days (2019 and 2021
respectively). In the education section, we discussed specific themes and events that arose during
this time period with the educators we interviewed (such as various antisemitic attacks, Covid,
various examples of governments’ memory politics, and the challenge of immigration) and examined
to what extent these were reflected in the way they teach about the Holocaust and more broadly
in their perception of themselves as educators. In the social media section, we focused in-depth
on a condensed time period to explore the extent that certain themes and events resonated in the
broader discussion about the Holocaust, and how and to what extent the Holocaust is invoked in the
everyday lives of people as they engage with their fellow citizens on social media.

1.4. Selection of Countries

This research focuses on five European countries: Poland, Hungary, Germany, England, and Spain. We
purposely chose these countries for the similarities and differences between them. The similarities
offer a shared basis for comparison. The differences reflect some important aspects that we wished
to explore in relation to Holocaust memory.

In terms of similarity, we note three points:

First, the construction of Holocaust memory in each of the countries has developed through a
framework wherein, on the one hand, the consolidated memory adheres to the country’s national
political considerations (Fogu & Kansteiner 2016), and on the other hand, also accords with the wider
European Holocaust memory framework. Despite the variance in evolution and consolidation of
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Holocaust memory among the selected countries, the end of the Cold War is considered a decisive
point in all five, since it called for a new organization of international cooperation. In the search
for a political and cultural basis for the establishment of new solidarities, the Holocaust proved
useful, collectively and unquestionably assuming moral value that superseded national borders and
united Europe (Levy & Sznaider 2002; 2006). Second, all five countries face contemporary political,
economic and antisemitism-related challenges, such as a rise of alt-right parties, immigration and
refugee-related issues, and post-Covid recession. Third, at the start of the project, all five countries
belonged to the EU (England rescinded its membership later in the project’s timeline), thus allowing
us to explore the role of this membership in Holocaust memory shifts.

In terms of differences, we note the following three points:

First, since two of the countries are Eastern-European and three of the countries are Western-
European, we could examine how representatives of each bloc perceive and utilize Holocaust
memory. Second, each of the five countries bears a distinct Holocaust legacy in terms of social role
theory (perpetrator, collaborator, bystander, victim and helper). This allows us to explore the effect
of past historical-national roles on contemporary memory. The comparison is all the more intriguing
in light of contemporary historical contentions. Third, according to the Freedom House democracy
index, the countries’ democratic status differs. While Spain, Germany and England are considered
bona-fide democracies, Poland and Hungary are considered “nations in transit” (see Smeltzer and
Buyon 2022).

Our method in this study was integrative and multi-dimensional. We turn next to an elaboration of
the domains we chose.

1.5. Choice of Domains

To achieve a comparative and comprehensive framework through which to examine the shifts in
Holocaust memory and how these interact with current political challenges, we focused on three
cultural domains, which make up the public sphere: Public-political discourses including political
speeches, parliamentary debates and traditional media reporting; attitudes of Holocaust educators,
collected through interviews with 100 educators from the 5 countries; and the social media discourse
on Twitter. The selection of these domains intends to capture a broad spectrum of Holocaust memory
in each of the countries. To this extent, while the public-political discourse portrays the national use
of Holocaust memory, social media platforms may also represent alternative narratives, subversive
discourses and counter-memories. The education domain is positioned between the public-political
one and social media. It includes the national level political agenda that teachers are guided to abide
by and the individual level that is the personal perspective and objective of the teachers. At the same
time, the education domain also includes a third level, namely, the professional level that is based
on educational theories, research on EaH (education about the Holocaust), recommendations and
programs by professional educational organizations and aspects of teachers’ professional identity.
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Although we analyse each domain separately foranalyticand methodological reasons, inanimportant
sense we consider them as three facets of the public sphere (Habermas 2022).% The integration
of these three perspectives offers a clearer look at Holocaust memory in Europe today than any
single perspective could achieve. Since each domain constitutes a distinct platform through which
Holocaust memory is constructed, reconstructed and utilized, we expected to find both similarities
and differences in the form of Holocaust memory in each domain.

The public-political domain

Political discourse is a critical venue in which political actors construct the meaning of their policies
and wider societal challenges (Druckman and Jacobs 2015). According to Edelman, “political
language is political reality” (1988, 104) and thus any political action is centred and controlled by
the art of communication. Public rhetoric as genre is extremely important also in the context of
establishing and consolidating memory (Crawford 2002; Graham et al. 2004; Olick 2016; Shenhav
2006; Sierp 2014). National political rhetoric is a major site where collective memory is played
out (e.g., Olick 2016; Simko 2015) and public memory (Bodnar 1992) presented, constructed and
reconstructed (Adams and Vinitzky-Seroussi 2022). In an age of new media, political speech has
remained consistently important when trying to communicate a message to the nation. This genre
is thus appropriate as a space in which to examine the articulation of Holocaust memory. As “state-
sponsored memory” (Olick 2016, 22) it is particularly well-suited to the examination of the strategic
and instrumental uses of the past in the present.

Media is unquestionably an agent of memory (Meyers 2007; Neiger et al. 2011; Peri 1999) and a
major site where collective memory is played out (Hoskins 2011; Huyssen 2000; Kligler-Vilenchik
et al. 2014; Tenenboim-Weinblatt 2008; Zelizer 1995). It is also a site where a significant amount of
public discourse occurs (e.g., Alexander and Jacobs 1998; Azpiroz 2013; Edy 2011; Hong and Nadler
2011; Sheafer & Shenhav 2009; Wolfsfeld et al. 2013; Young & Soroka 2012), thus constituting in
this research a major data source. Media is not only a prominent platform through which memory
is constructed and re-constructed to achieve a political and societal agenda (see Tirosh 2017,
Sonnevend 2016). Examining media outlets also enables us to address the receiving side and take
into consideration the impression that certain speeches (and thus certain memories) leave on their
listeners. To this extent, each country included in its data collection and analysis, media outlets
from all sides of political map. This widened our horizon and enabled the presentation of voices and
perspectives of both central and more peripheral actors.

To realize the first goal of analysing major changes and trends in each national political discourse, each
of the researchers in the respective countries used three accessible public datasets: parliamentary

4 We take into consideration how public-political discourse and social media are deeply intertwined (e.g., Kansteiner
2017), and at times fully overlap (for instance when politicians, parties or newspapers post messages on social
media such as Twitter). Nonetheless, since the nature and character of each domain is distinct in terms of audience,
participation, discourse tone, pace and standards of accuracy and verifiability, and since the methodology of data
analysis significantly differs between the two, we decided to conduct separate analyses of each. In the discussion
section, we draw these strands together.
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debates, public discourse in traditional media, and addresses of political leaders that touch
upon the Holocaust. To maintain cross-national comparability, each of the researchers examined
public-political discourse between January 27, 2019 and June 27, 2021. Using a keyword search, a
preliminary examination was conducted, to map out how the Holocaust is referred to in the various
texts and according to different contexts. Respective researchers then conducted a qualitative
discourse analysis (Wodak 2001) to examine the various ways in which the Holocaust is presented
and addressed in the texts; also detecting and exploring the connections political leaders and actors
make; and identifying or constructing connections between the Holocaust and various social and
political themes, in particular the issue of antisemitism, attitudes toward Israel, and perceptions of
immigration, particularly Muslim immigration. This examination also included identifying recurring
themes and patterns to reveal inconsistencies and contradictions. Building on expertise and a deep
understanding of the role each state played during the war, holocaust-related incidents over time,
and the nature of the public in each country, researchers were able to explore and interpret the
interdiscursivity of the Holocaust in the public-political debates and offer a deeper understanding
of the shifts in Holocaust memory in the state across time.

Attitudes of Holocaust educators

A major venue of memory shaping and transmission is in education about the Holocaust. As an
agent of memory (Vinitzky-Seroussi 2002), the teacher not only transmits information about the
Holocaust, but also offers specific contemporary messages and values to students. Educating about
the Holocaust (EaH) has thus become a prominent field of research, with much data collected from
various educational sites (Eckmann et al. 2017a, 2017b; Foster et al. 2016; Gross and Stevick 2015;
Nesfield 2015). In this study we focused on how EaH operates today in each of the countries, in
order to formulate a comprehensive roadmap for EaH from the teachers’ perspective. Specifically,
five goals guided this section:

1. To identify interactions between teachers’ personal, professional and national Holocaust
memory legacies and describe their combined effects on EaH as explanatory variables for how
Holocaust memory is preserved and transmitted.

2. Tomap current goals, pedagogical methods and educational content that characterize EaH today
in each country, from teachers’ perspectives.

3. To assess the level of freedom that teachers exercise, teach and offer students, in different
national contexts of EaH.

4. To evaluate the state of EaH in each country in terms of challenges and how they are being met,
and in terms of the changes it has undergone in recent years.

5. To explore the relation of EaH to current events, such as the rise of extreme right movements,
antisemitism and Islamophobia, attitudes towards immigration and the Covid pandemic crisis —
as discussed by the teachers.

To meet these goals, we conducted in-depth interviews and close-questioned surveys of 100
teachers (20 per country), which incorporated a general design shared across the five countries plus
country-specific considerations and design aspects. Data-analysis was conducted first at country-
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level in several stages and then across countries, using narrative and categorical analytic tools
(Lieblich et al. 1998). In addition to thematic qualitative analyses of the interviews, we used the
mixed-methods digital platform Dedoose® to code the interviews. 156 codes were used to code
over 3000 interview excerpts. The mixed methods capabilities of Dedoose® allowed us to cross the
coding with participants’ survey data and answer questions regarding connections between topics
and demographic attributes of the teachers.

Social media discourses

In a “culture of connectivity” (Van Dijck 2013) in which networked technologies and social media
are used pervasively, memorialization practices and media are closely linked (e.g.,, Adams &
Kopelman 2021; Hoskins 2011; Huyssen 2000). As digital-memory culture transitions toward social
media (Ebbrecht-Hartmann 2020), memory-making practices are also shifting to include novel
practices that “transcend established boundaries of space, time and social experience” (Keightley &
Schlesinger 2014, 747). Among other utilizations, new responsive spaces to remember are forming
through social media ecologies such as Instagram (Henig & Ebbrecht-Hartmann 2022) and TikTok
(Divon & Ebbrecht-Hartmann 2022).

For Holocaust memory, this digital transformation is significant. Holocaust memory has become
increasingly connected with the use of social media (Fagen 2019), whose architecture, mediation
and ability to elicit intense reactions among users is significant (Kansteiner 2017). Not only can
memories be created and changed by users, but also digitally shared and transferred through
space and time. These “globital memories” (Reading 2016) are constantly on the move, connecting
with other images, texts, events, and contexts. In this manner online engagement with Holocaust
commemoration offers a plethora of ways through which to remember and engage with the past.
Counter and vernacular memories are made public through various social platforms and among
versatile audiences (Pentzold & Sommer 2011).

Social media can both amplify distortion, antisemitism and hate speech, and contribute to
expanding Holocaust knowledge and memory?, especially among the younger generations (Ebbrect-
Hartmann 2022; Goldberg & Hazzan 2015; Jakubowicz 2017; Kohn 2013; Oboler 2016; Oksanen
et al. 2014; Shandler 2017; Vigo 2017). Not only Holocaust distortion, but also actual Holocaust
denial are currently widespread on social media (Cohen-Almagor 2016). This is not merely a fringe
phenomenon, but rather a prevalent one in platforms that are widely acceptable at all levels of
society such as Facebook, Twitter and TikTok. Accordingly, Holocaust memory on social media is a
highly controversial field, all the more so when the Holocaust is used analogically in the present to
justify and advocate public behaviour and/or policy decisions.

5 See Countering Holocaust distortion on social media for a set of guidelines and recommendations to counter
Holocaust distortion on social media channels in Holocaust museums and memorials.
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Twitter is used and present in all five countries, and in four of them (Hungary excepted) it is a
popular social media platform.® Twitter has the advantage of ease of access and the ability to explore
information propagation networks through the retweeting mechanism. Since its launch in 2007,
Twitter has become the primary space for online public reaction to events. It has become a highly
studied network due to the accessibility of data (Williams et al. 2017) and for our research provides
a comprehensive platform through which to explore the use of Holocaust memory in conjunction
with present-day concerns.

We used a data-scraping platform to collect Holocaust-related tweets between June 25, 2021, and
September 30, 2021. Using a country-specific keyword dictionary, the researchers collected tweets
that represent comparative standardized Holocaust discourse. Following data-collection, researchers
conducted both quantitative and qualitative analysis. Quantitatively, we first used Natural Language
Processing methods, including word clouds and word networks, to gain insight into specific key
topics. We then manually coded a random sample of 100 tweets from each country according to the
overarching guiding question: How do people talk about the Holocaust on social media? This helped
us identify two primary categories that provided a framework through which to analyse the tweets:
First, when the Holocaust is used as a reference to discuss present-day issues. Second, the historical
discussion of the Holocaust, namely users who discuss the history, commemoration, education or
legislation of the Holocaust. To support conclusions from the manual coding, data was organized
according to frequency of tweets containing key words for each of the most frequent topics in each
country’s respective language. Qualitatively, tweets were read and analysed within their specific
context to better understand the nature of the discourse about the Holocaust on a social media
platform such as Twitter. The qualitative method complemented the quantitative analysis such that
various utilizations of Holocaust memory on Twitter could be identified and discussed.

In sum, analysing how Holocaust memory is constructed, reconstructed and utilized in each of these
domains, and across the five countries, enables a deeper and more comprehensive understanding
of the shifts taking place within the field.

1.6. Structure and Layout of the Report

This report is divided into three sections according to the three domains. The first section deals with
the public-political domain. This section is further divided into five separate chapters according to the
specific countries, each chapter providing a separate overview of the evolution of Holocaust memory,
methodology of data collection in that country, discursive events, major themes and insights, and
conclusions. The public-political domain section concludes with a comparative discussion section in
which major findings across all countries are discussed in an integrative manner, offering a deeper
understanding of the Holocaust memory shifts in public discourse as a whole.

6 See Social Media Stats Europe Feb 2022-Feb 2023 for more country-specific stats.
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The second section deals with the educational domain. This section begins with a literature review
that describes the current state of EaH by country. The methodology section that follows describes
the research questions and hypotheses, the research design, tools, and methods of analysis.
Findings are organized by country, with the analysis focusing first on the teachers as a group, next
on the students as described by their teachers, and then on a thematic analysis of the interviews.
Following this, we analyse shared and comparative themes and categories. We end with conclusions
and recommendations.

The third section focuses on the social media domain. This section begins with a brief overview of
the ambiguous ecology of social media platforms and how the Holocaust is commemorated and
negotiated on social media. The methodology section includes information on data collection, data
cleaning and preparation processes, and data analysis. Before delving into findings, the background
section includes a review of how the Holocaust is discussed in various social media platforms,
between commemoration and antisemitism on the one hand and a focus on history and current
circumstances on the other hand. The findings include both a general overview of how people across
countries refer to and discuss the Holocaust on Twitter and a country-specific detailed account of
usage of the Holocaust. Three main topics are the focal point: Covid, Colonialism, and Sinti and
Roma, each linked to the Holocaust via various connections. Finally, we conclude with a zoomed-out
perspective, discussing how the Holocaust is typically evoked on social media as a reference and/or
analogy that helps make sense of the present.

The fourth section of this report is a comparative discussion that integrates the findings of the report
across domains and countries. In this section we revisit each of the three research questions and
present our insights comparatively, by highlighting similarities and differences between domains and
countries and attempting to reach shared conclusions. We also discuss limitations of this research,
offer various directions for future research and suggest policy recommendations for several types
of stakeholders.

1.7. Significance and Relevance of the Research

In recent years, the polarization of Holocaust memory has been growing, and with it, nationalist,
alt-right and counter-hegemonic revised versions of the past are articulated (Herfroy-Mischler 2016;
Ofer 2018), manifesting increasing anti-immigration, antisemitic, racist, and anti-Israel attitudes
(ADL 2018; ADL Global 2015; Green 2018; FRR 2018).

Focusing onthe intersection of Holocaust memory and prominent political issues such as immigration
and antisemitism, this report shows how the memory of the Holocaust is constantly shaped and
reshaped according to contemporary public and political needs and circumstances. We provide
broader answers to the research questions presented above at both national, cross-national and
trans-European levels. Since the research employs an international and interdisciplinary perspective,
the report’s findings may be relevant to scholars from a wide range of fields as well as educators,
practitioners, members of the media, policy-makers, and politicians.
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The research innovates in three central ways. First, we compare and contrast past and present
trends in collective understandings of the Holocaust with current public and political challenges. We
identify how Holocaust memory has developed in each country over time to establish the current
positioning of the past in the present. This framework, in turn, is the basis through which we examine
contemporary utilizations of Holocaust memory in light of various political concerns. In this way our
findings afford a broad understanding of how the memory of the Holocaust has changed internally
within each of the countries, and externally, across countries. Second, the rigorous calibration of
data and data-analysis methods enable the comparison of findings across diverse settings such that
findings are cross-culturally reliable and valid. Third, the triangulation of data methodologically and
inter-disciplinarily, allows for a broader and deeper understanding of how Holocaust memory is
shaped, enacted, and negotiated in contemporary Europe.

Seventy-eight years after the end of WWII, we set out to explore to what extent it remains one of
the primary frameworks through which public and political issues are understood, discussed, and
constructed. Notwithstanding the Holocaust’s status in cosmopolitan memory, does it represent
a consensus in national understanding or do right- and left-wing political identifications predict
attitudes towards Holocaust memory, while transcending national identity? Why is it so often used
to charge others as profane, labeling them as Nazis, fascists, racists, antisemitic, anti-Zionist and so
on?

These questions are not merely academic, rather, they have immediate implications for our times and
exigencies. One need only note how various crises lead interested parties to evoke the Holocaust.
Consider the analogies drawn by vaccine resisters to the Holocaust during the Covid pandemic; or
analogies drawn between contemporary asylum seekers and refugees and the Jews who escaped
from the Nazis during the 1930s and 1940s.

These examples reflect the way in which the Holocaust remains a watershed event, even while
its remembrance is diversifying and often conflicting. A better understanding of contemporary
Holocaust remembrance and how it has been shifting and modifying in response to current social
and political developments is thus critical in order to reflect on how the past is perceived and
how the present is shaped. Since research insights transcend the boundaries of the five countries
explored, we anticipate our conclusions to be applicable beyond the specificity of the case studies,
to additional European states and other countries that share similar attributes such as past roles
in the war, present challenges, and/or political affiliations. To conclude, the shifts we perceive in
Holocaust memory in these five European countries, can, we argue, also be useful as a litmus test
for the various perspectives and trends in Europe and as a point of comparison with future trends.
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2.1. Public-Political Discourse Analysis: A Methodological Introduction?

This part of the report examines the public-political discourse on the Holocaust via the public
speeches and statements of various political actors (including their posts on social media) and via
various media outlets between January 2019 and June 2021. Guided by the research questions
presented in the introduction, we organized our research around key discursive events that
concerned the Holocaust in this period, some common to all countries (Holocaust Remembrance
Days [HMDs], places of remembrance) and some unique to the specific country. Although discursive
events played out in public are not synonymous with each individual’s memory and perception of
the Holocaust, they serve as a good indication of the current public and societal discourse that takes
place in each country regarding the Holocaust.

We asked each researcher to choose up to seven discursive events that they deemed particularly
important and relevant in the context of our research, and then the entire team chose the ones that
allowed for both comparison between the countries and a grasp of the unique features of Holocaust
memory in each country. In addition, we asked each researcher to decide on several media outlets
that represent the spectrum from the far-left to the far-right in the country and enjoy relatively
large audience among their constituency. We then conducted a pilot study, focusing on HMDs, to
get a better sense of the material available for analysis in each of the countries, to improve our
keyword search, to unify our approach to the analysis and to begin formulating hypotheses. We
then conducted the main part of the research, whose results are presented here.

For the analysis, we relied on the Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) (Wodak & Meyer 2009). DHA
examines the relationship between different discourses, genres and texts in order to discover how
they are connected to each other intertextually. It is also concerned with re-textualization, which
is the process in which the individual elements of a text are extracted and relocated to a different
context. Furthermore, it analyses interdiscursivity, which involves the merging of various discourses.
To achieve these functions, DHA employs a multi-disciplinary and ethnographic approach and
interprets the resources with the methodology of iteration based on the principles of triangulation
(Wodak 2001). Its multidisciplinary nature rests on the historical, political, and sociological sciences,
in addition to linguistics, evaluating texts with a diverse set of genres and approaches. The
ethnographic approach ensures that discursive events are evaluated in their entire cultural and
societal context (Reisigl & Wodak 2009). The methodology of iteration ensures that the researcher
modifies the questions and the responses as the discussion progresses.

In our study, we examined the various ways in which the Holocaust is presented and addressed
in the texts, including an exploration of the connections political leaders and public actors make,
identify or construct between the Holocaust and various social and political issues. Texts were
carefully examined, focusing on the context in which the Holocaust was discussed, the speaker who
discussed it, and how the Holocaust was linked to issues of antisemitism, attitudes toward minorities
and immigration, attitudes toward Israel, and current political and social challenges. Building on

1 This part of the Public Discourse section is written by Shmuel Lederman, Anikd Félix and Tracy Adams.
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Volkov’s “cultural code” (1978, 2011) and the analytical concept of intersectionality (e.g., Crenshaw
1991, Stogner 2020), we created a framework for conceptualizing the various ways in which social
and political positions interact to shape the multiple meanings of the Holocaust within the society
at large. Accordingly, political views were also taken into consideration, to identify and explore how
political party affiliation shapes the way in which the Holocaust is discussed.

Identifying recurring themes and patterns and revealing inconsistencies and contradictions,
contextual knowledge was used to embed the interactional themes of the discursive events in the
wider frame of the country’s Holocaust remembrance and political considerations. This allowed us
to explore and interpret the interdiscursivity of the Holocaust in public and political debates, and
offer a deeper understanding of the shifts in Holocaust memory in each country across time. We
discuss these findings using select examples to represent the identified themes.

We applied recursively the first six steps of the eight steps of DHA. The first step of the DHA, the
“activation and consultation of preceding theoretical knowledge (i.e. recollection, reading and
discussion of previous research”) is expressed in the introduction of each chapter, which succinctly
presents the evolution of Holocaust memory in the country to which the chapter is dedicated. We
asked the researchers to focus on the major turning points in this evolution, based on the scholarly
literature. The second step, “systematic collection of data and context information” involved the
collection of relevant speeches and statements by politicians who significantly influence the public
discourse about the Holocaust from across the political spectrum, as well as parliamentary debates
and media reports on the discursive events in each country. In the third step, namely the “selection
and preparation of data for specific analyses” each researcher selected the most significant texts to
analyze in more detail. The qualitative pilot analysis phase (5™ stage of DHA) refers to the analysis of
the first discursive event, Holocaust Memorial Days. The 6™ step of DHA — the detailed case studies
— comprise the main part of each chapter. Naturally, there were variances between the countries in
terms of the availability of different sources. They are addressed in the “sources and methodology”
sections of the chapters.
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2.2. The Shifting Holocuast Memory in Poland?

2.2.1. Introduction: the evolution of Holocaust memory in Poland

Since the end of World War II, the memory of the Holocaust in Poland has undergone various
transformations. Its public face, however, has always been subordinate to politics, dependent on
the level of intensity of nationalist tendencies, scale of antisemitism and fluctuating taboos within
the Polish national community. Thus, this memory has never been formed in a manner consistent
with the state of historical knowledge, independent of instrumentalization; and neither has it been
free from the concerns of self-image, of what the world will say about Poles and Poland. This does
not trivialize one of the key achievements of the Polish political transition that began in 1989, which
was an opening up of the hitherto limited public discourse. It expanded to include a variety of issues
that had previously been disregarded, ignored, silenced, or falsified. Communist Poland did not
speak about the Holocaust or the attitudes of Poles towards Jews during the Holocaust, at least
not in an honest way. This area is perhaps a paradigmatic manifestation of the process of collective
forgetting in Poland, during which official memory corresponded with the spontaneous need of the
Polish population to forget. One may even suggest that between 1945 and 1989, there developed a
nationwide community of forgetting and selective remembering of the Holocaust. However, these
several dozen years did not constitute a uniform period of time in relation to the memory of the
Holocaust.

In comparison to later periods, a lot was said and written in public about the Holocaust in the first few
years directly after WWII. Difficult and sensitive subjects were not ignored. Some Polish intellectuals
made the brave attempt to face the challenges and ghosts of the recent past in magazines such
as Odrodzenie, Tygodnik Powszechny, Kuznica and Twdrczos¢. They wrote about antisemitism, both
before and after the war. They broached Polish attitudes towards the Holocaust and pointed at the
prevailing indifference. They criticized Poles who had supported the Nazis in the Holocaust or took
part in pogroms and murdered Jews after the war (Andrzejewski 1947; Libionka 1999; Hopfinger &
Zukowski, 2019).

The Holocaust and the problematic attitudes of Polish society towards the Holocaust were reflected
not only in the Polish press but also in film (Mgka-Malatyriska 2012; Preizner 2012), poetry and
literature (Brodzka-Wald, Krawczynska & Leociak, 2000). The first post-war textbooks provided
information about the Holocaust in a relatively extensive, if still somewhat fragmented fashion. Until
the political transition in 1989, no subsequent textbooks devoted additional space to the subject,
while continuing to distort the historical truth (Radziwitt 1989). Polish historians at the time also
devoted attention to the Holocaust (Aleksiun 2005). Such relative freedom of speech and research
on the Holocaust was possible primarily because the official interpretation of the Polish wartime
experience was only in its initial phase. It was therefore a period of active and private memory, not
yet monopolized by the ideological state discourse.

2 This chapter is written by Piotr Forecki. The translation from Polish is by Forecki unless the texts were available
in English.
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Undoubtedly, in post-war Poland most material about the Holocaust was published by Jewish
historians. Suffice to say that one of the first institutions founded by Holocaust survivors was the
Central Jewish Historical Commission (Centralna Zydowska Komisja Historyczna). It was established in
August 1944 and its main task was to document German crimes against Jews and obtain accounts
and testimonies about the Holocaust, as well as prepare them for print. Between 1945 and 1946,
the Central Jewish Historical Commission established regional offices in larger cities, while its
correspondents worked in smaller towns (Horn 1985). Holocaust survivors, as Aleksiun points out,
considered the documentation and publication of the fate of Polish Jews during the war to be their
obligation. Their sense of mission was strengthened by the fear that otherwise the Holocaust would
be forgotten or incorporated into the general history of Poland (Aleksiun 2003). Their concerns
would prove fully justified.

The period of initial debates and publications about the Holocaust in Poland was short. It lasted
two to three years after the war. It was soon replaced with the need to address the difficult reality
of German occupation and the even more disturbing memories. For several decades, the topic of
the Jews and the Holocaust was eliminated from public discourse and the writing of Polish history.
If this subject ever appeared, it was falsified and distorted. Jews were only mentioned when they
were used as scapegoats during periods of political crises and party reshuffling (Machcewicz 1993).

Silence on the subject of the Jews and the Holocaust in the People’s Republic of Poland also
stemmed from the propagandist tenet about the national homogeneity of Poland. The reasons for
this homogeneity, however, were never analysed. There was no public discussion about the Jews
or other ethnic minorities who had lived in Poland before the war, or about the impoverishment of
Polish culture and the emptiness of its ethnic landscape. This subject simply did not fit the vision of
an ethnically homogenous country that was promoted by the government. Hence, the word “Jew”
was continually avoided. It was occasionally replaced with various phrases or allusions, in order
not to invoke the ghosts and to affirm the conviction that the People’s Republic of Poland was an
ethnically homogenous country.

The silence about the Jews and the Holocaust was also borne of the accepted and popularized
communist historiography of the war. The government made national martyrdom, heroism and
anti-fascism the basis of the memory of the war. The stories of Polish heroes and victims became
the dominant memory. It corresponded with a national demand to commemorate heroism and
suffering and it was the perfect cement for the collective identity of the nation. Its canonical version
included emphasizing Poles as the main (if not the only) victims of the war and illustrating their
heroic resistance against the Nazis. The victims of other ethnicities — mainly Jews — were ignored.
For various reasons, they were not suitable members of the “political cult of the fallen” and the
murdered (Traba 2006, 125-133).

The authorities turned to the past to consolidate the nation and to find sources to legitimize their
power. Memories of the war were abused, shaped according to current needs and framed into
an official and potentially cohesive version. The task was simple enough as the government took
full control of the institutions that were responsible for memorializing the war. The Holocaust
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was forgotten, as Polish historiography was subjugated to a singular focus on Polish suffering. The
forgetting came in different forms and manifested in different ways.

First of all, the Holocaust was deprived of its unprecedented character. The fact that the Nazis targeted
the Jews for specific reasons and that their fate was different from other groups was silenced. In
other words, the Holocaust was not regarded as a specific historical event that required special
attention. Secondly, the difference between the position of Jews to that of non-Jewish Poles under
German occupation was blurred and the number of murdered Jews was counted together with the
number of Polish victims. Therefore, Jewish suffering was mixed into the Polish martyrological vision
of the occupation period and the Holocaust — as a solely Jewish experience — was erased from the
pages of Polish history. All of this was intended to create a conception of the Holocaust as something
that had happened to Poles.

Thirdly, if the image of the history of the war was dominated by the vision of the martyred and
heroic Polish nation, anything that could contradict this image was eliminated. Thus, indifferent and
shameful attitudes of Poles towards the Jews during the Holocaust and crimes committed by them,
were silenced and the focus was on actions that could ease the national conscience and suppress
moral anxiety. For this purpose, the Righteous Among the Nations were celebrated, while Jews were
somehow made partly responsible for what had happened to them. They were criticized for their
passivity, for lacking the “spirit of resistance” and for collaborating with the Nazis (e.g. Judenrdite).
Thus, the authorities attempted to unburden the conscience of the bystanders by accusing the
victims of complicity. They deliberately avoided any discussion of pre-war antisemitism. Instead,
they presented evidence of the Jews’ alleged anti-Polonism and their collaboration with the enemies
of Poland (Kichelewski 2006, 254-255).

This process of forgetting the Holocaust was an official policy with respect to WWII history. The
evidence for this can be found in academic literature and fiction approved for publication, in history
and Polish language textbooks, articles in the official press and in feature films. A specific historical
policy to standardize monuments and memorials was also implemented (Young 1993). For many
years this policy also embraced the anniversaries of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, attaching new,
Polish-centric meanings to it (Kobylarz 2009). In other words, the efforts to forget the Holocaust
were manifold and implemented by means of a whole spectrum of communication media and
“carriers of historical memory” (Kula 2002).

A specific process of “reconstructing the memory” (Steinlauf 2001, 89-121) of Jews, the Holocaust
and the Polish-Jewish past and, at the same time a kind of recognition and “a breach in the prevailing
area of silence,” as Szlajfer put it (2003, 21), began in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The shape of
this recognition was determined by the restricted freedom of speech and the psychological barriers
to raising certain uncomfortable questions. In other words, one could not say in public everything
one wanted to say and, in any case, there were things that people did not want to speak about.
Nevertheless, the last decade of the People’s Republic of Poland included various attempts to break
the long silence. Manifestations of this complex process of memory reconstruction were visible in
bookshops, where literature on the subject, memoirs of Holocaust survivors and books evoking
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the pre-war world of Polish Jews appeared on the shelves. Also, activists in the Polish democratic
opposition demanded that the Holocaust and its victims be remembered and several publications on
the Holocaust (books and articles) appeared in the 1980s in the so-called second publishing circuit
(Gradzka-Rejak & Olaszek 2020). To some degree, the state’s monopoly on the commemoration
of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising was broken and alternative ceremonies were certainly seen as
meaningful events (Kobylarz 2009).

The most important turning points in the process of the reconstruction of the memory of Jews
and the Holocaust were certainly the first, timid public debates over Claude Lanzmann’s film,
Shoah (1985) and Jan Blonski’s essay, The Poor Poles Look at the Ghetto (1987). Both dealt with Polish
bystanders of the Holocaust, the problem of passivity, indifference and antisemitism. However, their
range was limited and these debates were held by intellectuals in very narrow circles. A national,
general debate involving various social circles was simply impossible under the ruling political
regime. Nevertheless, the discussions mentioned above prove that such a debate could, in a limited
way, take place at the time. They also demonstrated that the most important obstacle preventing
Poles from facing their pre-war attitudes to Jews and the attitude of Polish society to the Holocaust
were mental barriers and prejudices (Polonsky 1990; Forecki 2013).

A new era in the Polish memory of the Holocaust began with the political changes symbolized by
the year 1989. From this moment, the problem of Holocaust memory, Polish-Jewish relations during
WWII and, in general, Jewish history, culture and martyrdom, increasingly became a significant
element of public discourse. These issues were no longer omitted by the Polish press, many
important books appeared on the market and filmmakers as well as other art creators also waded
in. Polish researchers, few though they were, also gradually approached the subject and started to
make amends for the lost decades. The topic of the Holocaust and of Polish-Jewish relations during
WWII repeatedly rose to prominence on the occasions of the commemorations of the Warsaw
Ghetto Uprising, the liberation of Auschwitz, the Kielce pogrom and during the heated conflicts
about the presence of religious symbols in the area of the former Auschwitz camp (Zubrzycki 2014).
Above all, however, the topic of Polish attitudes towards the Holocaust appeared when important
books were published and sparked public discussions, such as Jan Tomasz Gross’ books: Neighbors
(2000), Fear (2008) and Golden Harvest (Gross & Grudzirska-Gross 2011). Undoubtedly, one could list
more contexts and occasions when the topic of the Holocaust was raised but what is certain is that
it always stirred up intense emotions, as though it violated an intimate sphere within the nation and
trespassed upon national taboo (Forecki 2010; Dobrosielski 2017; Nowicka-Franczak 2017). These
emotions demonstrate that the Holocaust and Polish-Jewish relations pose a challenge for Poles,
one that is serious, deeply rooted and of complex origin.

In hindsight, the most important, multi-threaded and the longest national debate so far has been
the one over Gross’s Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne. The uniqueness
of this book resulted mainly from the specificity and significance of the problem that Poles were
forced to confront: direct complicity in the extermination of Jews. Unfortunately, the publication
of Neighbors did not only result in a stormy debate over Poles’ complicity in the Holocaust and
in research advancements in the field. In retrospect, we can also identify other ramifications,
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which are definitely deeper, more far-reaching and long-lasting. They prompt us to question the
previously held belief about a Polish willingness to confront a difficult past, about a reorientation of
Poles’ historical consciousness and about their readiness to question their national mythology. The
Jedwabne debate, which at first gave rise to some optimism, was followed by a wave of rejection
and Holocaust distortion. There were various attempts to return to the pre-Gross times and to an
innocent and heroic Poland, which was supposedly violated by Neighbours. A campaign was launched
to defend the good name of Poland and the Poles, who were allegedly accused of mass complicity
in the extermination of Jews. In other words, the Jedwabne debate was followed by a backlash.
This term can be used to refer to all the defensive and confrontational reactions to the publication
of Neighbours and to the defensive and reactive policy towards memory, popularly referred to as
a politics of history, which has been pursued in Poland in response to Jedwabne for the last two
decades.

This politics of history does not belong to any particular political party. It is adopted regardless of
which party is in power, although it undoubtedly intensified in Poland with the consecutive Law and
Justice governments. Since the 2005 parliamentary elections this party turned its historical policy
into its hallmark and made it a foundation of its political agenda. It set objectives for the policy at
home and abroad and, above all, institutionalized it. It is this “new politics of history,” a term that
has become the key instrument of the backlash, which has determined some of the party’s unique
features. This “new politics of history” has been used, not only in Poland, to legitimize state power,
reproduce social order, build identity and consolidate various political entities, particularly nations,
by taking advantage of or erasing certain events from the past (Forecki 2018). It is in the context of
the aforementioned backlash that the research results presented in this section should be read and
understood.

2.2.2. Sources and methodology

Many discursive events related to the memory of the Holocaust took place in Poland between
January 2019 and June 2021. The theme of the Holocaust keeps recurring — it can even be said that
it is constantly present in public discourse. It appears regularly for instance, on the anniversaries of
the liberation of the Auschwitz camp and the outbreak of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. Since 2017, it
has also been formally present on the National Day of Remembrance of Poles saving Jews. This new
public holiday was established on the initiative of the President of Poland and is celebrated each year
on March 24, which is the anniversary of the death of the Ulma family from Markowa. The Ulmas,
along with the Jews they hid, were shot by German gendarmes. Many different events are organized
all over Poland by state institutions, especially the Institute of National Remembrance, on this public
holiday. The subject of the Holocaust, however, appears informally much more often. It arises when
historians publish the results of their latest research on the participation of Poles in the Holocaust,
but also in general articles published in the Polish and Western media. This chapter considers the
following discursive events from 2019 to 2021: The International Holocaust Remembrance Day /
Anniversaries of the Liberation of Auschwitz (2019, 2020, 2021); the campaign against the authors
of Night without End: The Fate of Jews in Selected Counties of Occupied Poland; the scandal around the
Paris conference; and the case of Masha Gessen’s article.
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This list could undoubtedly be longer. However, the discursive events selected above can be
considered the most important ones in the years 2019-2021 and at the same time useful for showing
the currently dominant discourse on the Holocaust in Poland. Moreover, many of these events had
wide repercussions also outside Poland — especially in Israel and the USA.

The chapter is based on an analysis of several newspapers and Internet portals representing different
sides of the political spectrum on the left-centre-right axis. For clarity, we list them here with a short
description:

Gazeta Wyborcza — a nationwide daily with a central-liberal profile, published by the Agora Company.
It was established in 1989 and its editor-in-chief is Adam Michnik. It is available in print and also
has an electronic edition. Gazeta Wyborcza is considered a magazine of the liberal intelligentsia. The
editors openly criticize the current state authorities and are critical of the governing Law and Justice
party. Gazeta Wyborcza is considered a Jewish newspaper in the antisemitic discourse due to the
presence of journalists of Jewish origin on the editorial board.

Polityka — an opinion-forming socio-political weekly with a liberal and moderately left-wing profile.
It was established in 1957 and the editorial office is located in Warsaw. Polityka is the sales leader
among other opinion weeklies. The editor-in-chief is Jerzy Baczynski and the editorial board includes
Marian Turski, a Holocaust survivor. The weekly is published in print and has an electronic edition
as well.

OKO.press — an Internet information service on social and political issues. It was established in June
2016 by the OKO Centre for Civic Control Foundation. This website is a non-profit endeavor and is
financed exclusively by voluntary donations and grants awarded by independent non-governmental
organizations. As a civic tool for holding the authorities accountable, the OKO.press website aims to
verify the statements of politicians and public figures. The editorial team includes several journalists
previously associated with Gazeta Wyborcza, in relation to which OKO.press is positioned much more
to the left. In July 2020, in a study by the Institute of Media Monitoring, OKO.press was included
in the ten most important opinion-forming Internet portals in Poland. The editor-in-chief of the
website is Piotr Pacewicz.

KrytykaPolityczna.pl — a left-wing website devoted to social, political and cultural issues. It was
established in 2012 as the virtual equivalent of the daily newspaper. It operates thanks to the
financial support of the Trust for Civil Society in Central and Eastern Europe as well as the Open
Society Foundations. The name of Krytyka Polityczna also refers to a publishing house and activists’
clubs in various Polish cities. Krytyka Polityczna serves to build a new leftist milieu in Poland. Its
editor-in-chief is Agnieszka Wisniewska.

Do Rzeczy —a conservative and right-wing opinion weekly, established in Poland in 2013. It is available
in printed and electronic versions. The editorial office appeals to Catholic values and supports
economic freedom. Above all, however, this weekly openly supports the Law and Justice political
party currently ruling in Poland. Its editor-in-chief is Pawet Lisicki.
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wPolityce.pl — a right-wing website created in 2010. It is devoted primarily to political issues. The
editorial office supports the current government and sympathizes with the Law and Justice party.
According to the ranking of the Institute of Media Monitoring, wPolityce.pl ranked third on the list
of the most frequently cited online media in Poland in 2019. It also maintained its high ratings in
subsequent years. Its editor-in-chief is Marzena Nykiel.

Publications were found on the basis of the following keywords:

1. The International Holocaust Remembrance Day/Anniversaries of the Liberation of Auschwitz
(key words: Holocaust, Holokaust, Zagtada, Oswiecim, Auschwitz-Birkenau, Yad Vashem, Moshe
Kantor, Miedzynarodowy Dziers Pamieci o Ofiarach Holokaustu, Zydzi).

2. The campaign against the authors of Night without End: The Fate of Jews in Selected Counties of
Occupied Poland (key words: Dalej jest noc, Barbara Engelking, Jan Grabowski, Centrum Badan nad
Zagtada Zydow, proces historykdw, Filomena Leszczyriska, Korekta obrazu, Korekty cigg dalszy).

3. The Paris conference (key words: Jacek Leociak, Jan Tomasz-Gross, konferencja paryska,
konferencja w Paryzu, nowa polska szkota historii Holokaustu, nowa szkota historii Holokaustu).

4. The Masha Gessen controversy (key words: Masha Gessen)

The chapter also analyses public statements by leading Polish politicians, primarily representatives
of the state authorities: Andrzej Duda (President of Poland), Mateusz Morawiecki (Prime Minister),
Przemystaw Czarnek (Minister of National Education), Jacek Czaputowicz (Minister of Foreign Affairs),
Piotr Glinski (Minister of Culture and National Heritage), Zbigniew Ziobro (Minister of Justice) and other
politicians from the ruling party. The chapter also looks at statements by the presidents (Jarostaw
Szarek and Karol Nawrocki) and other employees of the Institute of National Remembrance. This
state institution, subordinated to the state authorities, was established in 1999 and has branches
in various cities in Poland. It has extensive research, educational, archival and investigative powers.
Its activities have caused much controversy. The Institute is accused primarily of writing history to
serve the official, nationalist narrative about the past. In recent years, historians from the Institute
have become involved in defending “the good name of Poland” against accusations of complicity
in the Holocaust. They also question the latest research on the subject and set their own findings
against them.

2.2.3. Findings and analysis

International Holocaust Remembrance Day

On January 27, 2019, more than 50 former prisoners met at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum
to commemorate the 74 anniversary of the liberation of this Nazi concentration and extermination
camp. The event was held under the patronage of the President of the Republic of Poland, Andrzej
Duda. The former prisoners were accompanied, among others, by Prime Minister Matusz Morawiecki,
Deputy Prime Minister Beata Szydto, representatives of the Polish state authorities, ambassadors
and diplomats, representatives of the clergy, the regional authorities and employees of museums
and memorial sites. Two former prisoners of the camp took the floor during the ceremony: Janina
Iwanska and Leon Weintraub. Apart from laconic news footage, these celebrations did not receive
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much coverage in the media, primarily because it was not a milestone anniversary, which is always
given more attention. The only speech during these ceremonies that caught the attention of the
media was the speech of Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki.

In his speech, Morawiecki stated:

[T]the extermination that took place then was not done by some Nazis but by Nazi Germany.
It was Nazi Germany that fed on fascist ideology, which was later described in this way by
all historians and has been called so until today. Yet all the evil came from this state and this
must not be forgotten, because otherwise we relativize evil.

The Prime Minister also said that:

[T]he Polish state acts as the guardian of the truth, which must not be relativized in any way.
| want to make a promise to [preserve] the complete truth about that era, because we must
face the truth so that the terrible cruel death of those imprisoned here and in other German
extermination camps [...] so that they would not perish again.3

It was these words from the Prime Minister’s speech that triggered comments. The right-wing
media welcomed them with approval and emphasized their importance.* They correspond to
the historical policy pursued in Poland for many years, according to which the perpetrators of
WWII and the Holocaust should not be called Nazis but Germans. This was one of the key points
of Lech Makowiecki’s article, “Thank you, Prime Minister Morawiecki, for the Words of Truth
about Auschwitz,” enumerating who and how many times they used the word “Nazis” during the
anniversary celebration.”

Morawiecki’s speech met with a completely different response from the liberal OKO.press Internet
magazine. The historian and journalist Adam Leszczynski pointed out that the Prime Minister,
speaking of the nationality of the perpetrators and not their ideology, made a political choice:

Many right-wing activists believe that the use of the word “Nazis” — without specifying their
nationality — blurs the responsibility of the German state for crimes committed during WWII,
including the Holocaust. The Nazis did not have a homeland — they adhered to a criminal
ideology. PiS [the Law and Justice party] politicians sometimes even claim, like the right-
wing media, that the German state denies responsibility for the Holocaust, blaming it on
undefined Nazis.

3 “Premier Mateusz Morawiecki podczas obchoddw 74. rocznicy Wyzwolenia Auschwitz: Paristwo polskie stoi na
strazy prawdy, ktora nie moze by¢ relatywizowana,” January 27, 2019.

4 “Mocne wystgpienie premiera w Auschwitz. 'Zadni naziéci, tylko Niemcy’,” Do Rzeczy, January 27, 2019.

5 “Dziekuje, Panie Premierze Morawiecki za stowa prawdy w Auschwitz,” wPolityce.pl, January 27, 2019.



https://www.gov.pl/web/premier/premier-mateusz-morawiecki-podczas-obchodow-74-rocznicy-wyzwolenia-auschwitz-panstwo-polskie-stoi-na-strazy-prawdy-ktora-nie-moze-byc-relatywizowana
https://www.gov.pl/web/premier/premier-mateusz-morawiecki-podczas-obchodow-74-rocznicy-wyzwolenia-auschwitz-panstwo-polskie-stoi-na-strazy-prawdy-ktora-nie-moze-byc-relatywizowana
https://dorzeczy.pl/kraj/91528/mocne-wystapienie-premiera-w-auschwitz-zadni-nazisci-tylko-niemcy.html
https://wpolityce.pl/polityka/431389-dziekuje-panie-premierze-za-slowa-prawdy-w-auschwitz
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Leszczynski also wrote that the use of the word “Nazis” is important because it emphasizes the
role of Nazi ideology, which was at the root of the crime. Moreover, this crime was not committed
only by Germans but also by people of many nationalities, citizens of countries cooperating with
Germany, as well as citizens of the occupied countries, including Poles. He also added that many
Germans were victims of Nazism — activists from left-wing parties, homosexuals, mentally ill people,
etc. Talking about “Germans,” one leaves out these groups. Leszczynski also stressed that describing
WWII in terms of a struggle between nations and not ideology had a political goal. In this way
Germans are constantly reminded of their collective guilt and it also serves the goal of demanding
reparations from Germany.®

Gazeta Wyborcza also referred to the content of Prime Minister Morawiecki’s speech. Its journalist
Estera Flieger wrote that putting an emphasis on the Holocaust as having been committed by the
Germans is “one of the favourite historical policies of the Polish right.” The journalist also pointed
out that the Prime Minister, by bowing to the populists, erased the perpetrators of Austrian,
Ukrainian, Latvian, Lithuanian, Russian and other descent from history. Moreover, she noted that
Polish populists who demanded that the Germans be named as responsible for the Holocaust were
not able to admit that, for example, Jews from Jedwabne were murdered by Poles. The Polish
perpetrators “are always referred to as a mob, bandits and even Germans. But Poles? Never,” wrote
Flieger. Moreover, the journalist noted that “the universal lesson of the Holocaust disappears in
the words of the Prime Minister. What also vanishes is the danger of totalitarian ideology and the

reflection on individual guilt that Karl Jaspers, Hannah Arendt and Zygmunt Bauman wrote about.”’

Morawieck’s words were also the subject of an article in Gazeta Wyborcza by the journalist Maciej
Stasinski, who asked why the perpetrators of the murders of Jews committed in Jedwabne, Kielce

” o«

and other places are called “bandits,” “antisemites” or “mobs,” and not referred to explicitly as
Poles: “Thus, of what nationality were the neighbours of the Jews of Kielce and Jedwabne? Why
is it not allowed to say that Poles murdered Jews?” The journalist ended his article with the
following comment: “The difference is that contemporary Germany does not deny Nazism but the
contemporary Polish nationalist right [...] completely denies its antisemitism and the participation of

Poles in the pogroms.”®

The celebration of the 74™ anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz was accompanied by a march
organized by nationalists “in honour of the murdered Poles,” led by Piotr Rybak, a well-known
nationalist and extreme antisemite sentenced for burning an effigy of a Jew in the Wroclaw Market
Square in 2015.% A group of about 200 nationalists marched from the O$wiecim train station to the

6 Adam Leszczynski, “Morawiecki: 'Zagtady dokonali Niemcy, nie naziéci’. Pomijanie ideologii to relatywizacja
historii,” OKO.press, January 28, 2019.

7 Estera Flieger, “Historyczny Populizm Premiera,” Gazeta Wyborcza, January 29, 2019.

8 Maciej Stasinski, “Kto zabijat w Jedwabnem,” Gazeta Wyborcza, January 30, 2019.

9 See also “Skazany za spalenie kukty Zyda pozostanie w wiezieniu,” Polsat News, December 15, 2017.



https://oko.press/morawiecki-zaglady-dokonali-niemcy-nie-nazisci/
https://oko.press/morawiecki-zaglady-dokonali-niemcy-nie-nazisci/
https://classic.wyborcza.pl/archiwumGW/9017252/HISTORYCZNY-POPULIZM-PREMIERA
https://classic.wyborcza.pl/archiwumGW/9017458/KTO-ZABIJAL-W-JEDWABNEM
https://www.polsatnews.pl/wiadomosc/2017-12-15/skazany-za-spalenie-kukly-zyda-pozostanie-w-wiezieniu/
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gate of the former Auschwitz camp. It was there that Rybak spoke, saying, among other things, the
following:

It is @ march in honour of Poles murdered in Oswiecim. Information has been disseminated
for 74 years that only Jews died here. A lot of Poles, Hungarians died and only then Jews.
We are sorry that the government of the Republic of Poland has forgotten that it is the
government of Poles. Jewish nations organize anniversaries in which Poles do not participate
at all.

Several counter-demonstrators with a “Stop Fascism” banner, as well as an Israeli flag and an EU flag,
tried to stop the nationalists’” march. It was towards them that the following hateful and antisemitic
statements were directed: “Be glad that you are talking to a Slav. Otherwise you would have gone
up in smoke by now”; “Don’t provoke us, because you don’t know what will happen”; “And where
are your sidelocks? Show your foreskin”; “Please tell us who the Kapos were. They were not Poles,
they were Jews”; “With such a flag [of Israel] you follow the people who are fucking fighting for the
Polish nation. May God forgive you.” The “chairman” of this assembly, Piotr Rybak, exclaimed: “Are
we an independent country? It’s time to fight against Jewry and free Poland from it! Where are the
rulers of this country? With their snouts in the trough! And this needs to be changed.”’° The police
present nearby did not react. These incidents can be seen in an amateur video footage shared by

one of the participants.!?

These events were recounted in the media. Based on the available reports, it is clear that the right-
wing media treated this antisemitic demonstration in a lenient manner. The Do Rzeczy weekly wrote
on its website that “the nationalist circles organized a march in Oswiecim to commemorate the
Polish victims of KL Auschwitz,” and the editors mentioned these victims in the article, yet they did
not mention the word “antisemitism.”*? The liberal media, in turn, did not hide its indignation. The
journalist Michat Olszewski wrote in Gazeta Wyborcza:

In a symbolic sense, it is difficult to go beyond that. An antisemite talking rubbish is terrible.
But an antisemite talking rubbish at a place where over a million Jews were murdered is a
scandal, a monstrous phenomenon that defies any logic. Rybak spits survivors in the face
and practices a dead man’s dance on the ruins of the crematoria.

Olszewski also pointed out that “Rybak is extreme,” but the path has been paved by others, including
the Polish authorities associated with the Law and Justice party, for whom the Auschwitz-Birkenau

10  All these quotes are taken from an article published on OKO.press, where they were criticized. See Magdalena
Chrzczonowicz, “'Pokazcie napletek’. Tak narodowcy antysemity Rybaka czcili rocznice wyzwolenia Auschwitz,”
OKO.press, January 27, 2019.

11 The 74™ anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz: video report on nationalist march.

12 “Oswiecim: Gorgco wokdt Piotra Rybaka i marszu narodowcdéw,” Do Rzeczy, January 27, 2019.



https://oko.press/pokazcie-napletekklekajcie-polacy-nie-musza-klekac-rocznica-wyzwolenia-auschwitz-w-cieniu-nienawisci/
https://www.facebook.com/gabriela.lazarek.5/videos/2332157453483589/?fref=mentions
https://dorzeczy.pl/kraj/91531/Oswiecim-Goraco-wokol-Piotra-Rybaka-i-marszu-narodowcow.html
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Museum is a place where “allegedly, the role of Polish victims is insufficiently emphasized.”*3 Jan
Hartman, a philosopher and ethicist, wrote about the events in the Polityka weekly. In an article
entitled “Nationalists surround Auschwitz,” he looked for an answer to the question “Where does
the aggressive antisemitism of Piotr Rybak and others like him come from?” In response, he pointed
to the deep roots of antisemitism in Poland and its stoking during the war by Nazi propaganda. He
stressed, however, that “these archaic factors are probably not the most important and constitute
only the background for the new antisemitism, which was bred during the communist era, and after

1989 was driven by an opportunistic and hypocritical narrative on Polish-Jewish matters.”4

The demonstration organized by the nationalists was also noted by Jarostaw Gowin, the then Deputy
Prime Minister and the Minister of Education and Higher Education. He declared it a “morally
outrageous behaviour” and called its participants “useful idiots,” who harm the image of Poland.
At the same time, the minister stated that “we live in a democratic state with the rule of law and
everybody has the possibility to express their views as long as they are not against the law.”*> The
case of Piotr Rybak was dealt with by the prosecutor’s office on the basis of a complaint submitted
by the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum. The court in Oswiecim sentenced him to five months in prison
and community service.

The weeks leading up to the 75™ anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz were overshadowed by
the scandal related to the organization of alternative ceremonies in Jerusalem, i.e., the 5" World
Holocaust Forum organized in Yad Vashem by the association led by Moshe Kantor. The President
of Poland, Andrzej Duda, was also invited to the ceremony, yet the organizers did not plan for him
to speak, while the President of Russia, Vladimir Putin, who had presented his own version of the
history of WWII to the public a few weeks before, was invited to speak. Putin had accused Poland,
among other things, of starting the war. The Polish diplomatic services did not manage to convince
Yad Vashem to include Andrzej Duda’s speech in the programme of the World Holocaust Forum. As
a result, the President of Poland decided not to participate in this event.

The media from left to right expressed their approval of the President’s decision. Right-wing

“

publications covered it most indignantly and determinedly, defending Poland’s “good name” against
Putin’s provocation. All these texts were aptly and ironically summarized by Kaja Pluto, a journalist
from Krytyka Polityczna: “When one reads comments on this subject in the right-wing press, one gets
the impression that Putin thinks of nothing else but Poland; that he is afraid of its power, risen from
its knees; that he envies Poles for the crystal-clear attitudes of their ancestors and that Poland once

again falls victim to the Kremlin’s foreign policy.”1®

13 Michat Olszewski, “Ktamstwo oSwiecimskie pod flagg biato-czerwong,” Gazeta Wyborcza, January 27, 2019.

14 Jan Hartman, “Nacjonalisci okrgzajg Auschwitz,” Polityka, January 27, 2019.

15  “'To pozyteczni idioci. Szkodzg wizerunkowi Polski’. Mocne stowa wicepremiera,” Do Rzeczy, January 28, 2019.

16  Kaja Pluto, “Czy Putin uwziat sie na Polske?” Krytyka Polityczna, January 27, 2020.



https://wyborcza.pl/7,75968,24405584,klamstwo-oswiecimskie-pod-flaga-bialo-czerwona.html
https://www.polityka.pl/tygodnikpolityka/kraj/1780044,1,nacjonalisci-okrazaja-auschwitz.read
https://dorzeczy.pl/kraj/91592/gowin-o-marszu-narodowcow-w-oswiecimiu.html
https://krytykapolityczna.pl/felietony/kaja-puto/putin-swiatowe-forum-holocaustu/
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However, it was not only the right-wing media that poured fuel on the fire. It is enough to mention
the titles of some of the articles published in the liberal Gazeta Wyborcza at that time: “Tanks of
Putin’s Historical Policy Crush Our Hussars,”!” or “Putin’s Propaganda Invasion of Poland.”*® They
reflect the atmosphere prevailing in Poland at that time. It is worth noting, however, that it was also
in Gazeta Wyborcza that the journalist Dawid Warszawski pointed out that Putin, like Netanyahu and
Prime Minister Morawiecki, treats history instrumentally:

The trouble is that such historical demagogy is not only Putin’s domain. When the Polish
Prime Minister claims that all Polish Jews who survived the war survived “because they [had]
met Poles,” or when the Israeli Prime Minister claims that it was the great mufti of Jerusalem
who suggested to Hitler the idea of the Holocaust, they do not only commit revisionism
themselves but also create favourable conditions for Putin’s version of it.1°

By far the sharpest comment on the question of not giving the floor to the Polish President during
the event organized at Yad Vashem was published by Krytyka Polityczna and written by Professor
Jan Grabowski. Noting that Putin’s statements, which accuse the Polish state of cooperation with
Hitler and participation in the planning of the Holocaust, are an example of a cynical falsification
of history, Grabowski nevertheless claimed that “the Polish authorities, brought into disrepute by
years of distorting the history of the Holocaust, have lost any credibility and moral legitimacy to
enter into a dispute in this very field.” Grabowski also wrote that it takes “a really great deal of
typically Slavic hutzpah to dare to speak on behalf of the Jewish victims of the Holocaust,” given the
disreputable record of falsifying the truth about the Holocaust and thus, he added, President Duda
could not expect to be given the floor at Yad Vashem.?? In response to Grabowski’s statement, Michat
Sutowski from Krytyka Polityczna noted that the image of Poland created by Russian propaganda,
that of a perpetrator in WWII and an antisemitic country, had a double role. Firstly, it legitimizes
and strengthens the antisemitic and nationalist forces in Poland. Secondly, it weakens the Polish
position on its eastern policy and on other issues important from the perspective of Russian politics.
Referring directly to Grabowski’s article, he wrote:

Unfortunately, drawing conclusions unfavourable for the Polish government and the
president, the eminent historian of the Holocaust ignores the key context of the whole
matter, which has nothing to do with history, memory and historical truth but with Russia’s
plan to break up the European political community, of which Poland is the weakest link and
is thus, horror of horrors, apparently becoming the target of the Kremlin’s media operation.?!

17  Pawet Wronski, “Czotgi polityki historycznej Putina rozjechaty naszg husarie,” Gazeta Wyborcza, January 21, 2020.

18  Wactaw Radziwinowicz, “Putina propagandowy najazd na Polske,” Gazeta Wyborcza, January 16, 2020.

19 Dawid Warszawski, “putin nie zawsze ktamie,” Gazeta Wyborcza, January 11, 2020.

20  Jan Grabowski, “Duda nie ma zadnej moralnej legitymacji do przemawiania w Yad Vashem,” Krytyka Polityczna,
January 8, 2020.

21  Michat Sutowski, “To twarde interesy geopolityczne stojg za dyplomatycznym ostracyzmem wobec Polski,”
Krytyka Polityczna, January 9, 2020.
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https://krytykapolityczna.pl/kraj/grabowski-andrzej-duda-yad-vashem-komentarz/
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There were also articles that sounded antisemitic or were based on far-reaching allegations about
Putin’s presence at Yad Vashem and his influence on the organization of the ceremony. For example,
the article, “Red Star in Yad Vashem” claimed that the institution is not an academic one and that
Moshe Kantor supports Putin’s anti-Polish historical policy. “Putin’s Jewish Card,” in turn, pointed out
that Putin was a philosemite who wanted to have influence in Jewish circles and, along with them,
accuse the West of antisemitism.?? The author of the article, “Professional Absence,” suggested
that many Israeli government officials had been committing various forms of slander against Poland
and Poles for many years.?®> The article, “Stalin’s Words in Putin’s Mouth” claimed that Russia was
using its historical policy to destroy the European Union and NATO. The journalist Rafat Ziemkiewicz
argued that Israel was dominated by Russian Jews whose attitude towards Poland was negative and
had been shaped by Stalinist propaganda. He also claimed that the whole thing served the purpose
of advancing financial claims, because the Jews wanted to “rob Swiss banks” in Poland. Ziemkiewicz
wrote explicitly that the Jews had “gangster intentions” towards Poland.?*

On the other hand, the editor-in-chief of the Do Rzeczy weekly argued that “removing Poland” from
the Yad Vashem ceremony served to prevent the equation of Nazi and communist crimes in order
to preserve the uniqueness of the Holocaust, an aspect from which he implicitly suggested the Jews
derive benefit. He also wrote that it had been Jews who played a significant role in the creation of
the genocidal communist system.?> In turn, Professor Jan Zaryn, a historian and politician, gave an
interview to the w.Polityce.pl portal, in which he stated, inter alia, that Poles are “natural enemies of
the Jewish-Soviet memory of the Holocaust.” He also insinuated that “it was the Poles, as carriers of
racism, nationalism, chauvinism and all possible -isms, who were always and everywhere the major
weapon in the collusion of the former Jewish-communist and post-Soviet circles.”?®

More examples of similar texts could be given, as leading Polish politicians did not avoid various
insinuations. For instance, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Jacek Czaputowicz, spoke in one of his
interviews about the long-standing alliance between Russia and Israel in the context of a common
historical policy.?” President Andrzej Duda also decided to speak and his article “The Truth that Must
not Die” was published by the American Washington Post, the French Le Figaro and the German Die
Welt. It included many familiar themes from the repertoire of the Polish historical policy. President
Duda wrote mainly about German guilt and Polish noble deeds; Polish hospitality and tolerance;
help offered to Jews at the risk of Poles” own lives; and the care that the Polish state extends over
the memory of the Holocaust. Here are some notable examples from this article:

22 “Zydowska karta Putina. Wojna pamieci’ wymierzona w Polske,” Gazeta Polska, January 14, 2020.

23 “Profesjonalna absencja,” Gazeta Polska, January 14, 2020.

24 This article was released in the Western media in English: Rafat Ziemkiewicz, “Auschwitz Commemorations in
Jerusalem without the President of Poland,” Visegrad Post, January 25, 2020.

25  Pawet Lisicki, “Wspdlne wybielanie komunizmu,” Do Rzeczy, January 12, 2020.

26 JanZaryn, “Prezydent nie jedzie do Jerozolimy. Prof. Zaryn: 'Jeste$my naturalnymi wrogami zydowsko-sowieckiej
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pamieci Holokaustu’,” wPolityce.pl, January 8, 2020.

27  Maciej Pieczynski, “Rosji brakuje wiarygodnosci,” Do Rzeczy, January 21, 2020.
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Very early on, the Polish resistance movement took up the mission of uncovering the truth
about the Holocaust and of supporting Jews threatened with extermination. The Polish
Underground State, established on our occupied territories, tried to protect all those who
until recently were citizens of independent Poland [...]

At the same time, the Polish Underground State established the Council to Aid Jews at the
Government Delegation for Poland. That allowed nearly 50 thousand people to obtain
documents, shelter, money and medical care. Polish diplomats were organizing escapes for
Jews to territories not controlled by Nazi Germany. A significant percentage of Holocaust
survivors owed their lives to thousands of Polish Righteous Among the Nations. In our family
stories, historical and literary documents, the memory about many people of Jewish origin
hidden in attics, cellars and barns, is still alive. So are the memories of sharing with Jewish
fugitives a modest meal or showing them a safe escape route. And it must be remembered
thatin Poland, every such gesture was punishable by death at the hands of German occupiers,
something that happened hundreds of times. Among millions of Poles there were also people
who could have helped Jews in the hiding but did not because they could not overcome their
fear for their own lives and for the lives of the loved ones [...]

German Nazi concentration camps built in occupied Poland were and still are an unbearable
humiliation for us today. They stand in a stark contrast with our one thousand years’ long
culture and history, with the Polish spirit of freedom, tolerance and solidarity. The genocide
of the Jews, albeit perpetrated almost all across war-time Europe, came as a particularly
heavy blow to the Polish state, which was for centuries multinational and multi-confessional.
The Jewish community in pre-war Poland was one of the most numerous in Europe [...].28

The President of the Republic of Poland, Andrzej Duda, did not appear at Yad Vashem but took part
in the anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, held on January 27, 2020, in Oswiecim. His official
speech contained various references to the Jerusalem forum and Putin’s participation in it, as well as
to the postulates of the Polish historical policy.?? However, during the commemorations in Poland,
it was the speech of Marian Turski, a Holocaust survivor, that stirred up emotions. Turski spoke
about the stages on the path leading to the Holocaust, which began with hate speech and through
subsequent racist laws and dehumanization led to genocide. Turski also warned against indifference:

We in Europe are mainly rooted in the Jewish-Christian religion. Both religious and non-
religious people regard the Ten Commandments as their civilizational canon. My friend, the
President of the International Auschwitz Committee, Roman Kent, who gave a speech here

28 This article is available in various language versions on the official website of the President of Poland. See:
“Prezydent o Holokauscie: Prawda, ktora nie moze umrzec,” Oficjalna strona Prezydenta Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej,
January 23, 2020.

29 Andrzej Duda’s speech is available in English and Hebrew. See: “Wystgpienie Prezydenta RP podczas obchoddéw
75. rocznicy wyzwolenia KL Auschwitz [PL/ENG/nN1av],” Oficjalna strona Prezydenta Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej,
January 27, 2020.



https://www.prezydent.pl/aktualnosci/wypowiedzi-prezydenta-rp/artykuly-prasowe/prezydent-o-holokauscie-prawda-ktora-nie-moze-umrzec,6537
https://www.prezydent.pl/aktualnosci/wypowiedzi-prezydenta-rp/wystapienia/wystapienie-prezydenta-rp-podczas-obchodow-75-rocznicy-wyzwolenia-kl-auschwitz,4152
https://www.prezydent.pl/aktualnosci/wypowiedzi-prezydenta-rp/wystapienia/wystapienie-prezydenta-rp-podczas-obchodow-75-rocznicy-wyzwolenia-kl-auschwitz,4152
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at the last anniversary five years ago, could not come here today. He has formulated an
Eleventh Commandment that embodies the experience of the Shoah, the Holocaust, the
terrible epoch of contempt. It says: ‘You should never, never be a bystander.

And that is what | want to say to my daughter, to my grandchildren. To the peers of my
daughter and my grandchildren, wherever they may be living: in Poland, in Israel, in America,
Western Europe. It is very important. Don’t be complacent, whenever you see historical lies.
Don’t be complacent, whenever you see the past being misused for current political purposes.
Don’t be complacent, whenever any kind of minority is discriminated against. The essence of
democracy lies in the rule of the majority. But democracy itself lies in the fact that the rights
of minorities must be protected. Don’t be complacent, whenever any government violates
already existing, common social contracts. Remain faithful to the Eleventh Commandment:
Never be a bystander. Because, if you become complacent, before you know it, some kind of
Auschwitz will suddenly appear from nowhere, and befall you and your descendants.®°

Turski’s speech, entitled “Auschwitz Did Not Fall from the Sky,” was met with great appreciation
among the Polish liberal intelligentsia. There were even suggestions to award Turski the Nobel
Peace Prize. At the same time, numerous right-wing media attacked Turksi, interpreting his words
as a political commentary on the current situation in Poland. The Holocaust survivor was reminded
of his communist past and the stereotype of Judeo-Communism was once again used in right-
wing discourse. Turski was accused of serving a system as murderous as Nazism.>' The wPolityce.
pl website published an article which contemptuously stated that Turski “remembered his Jewish
roots” when communism in Poland had collapsed and now instructs Poles from Auschwitz on “what
democracy is all about.”3? A journalist on the same news website also asked the following question:
“Is Turski to become ‘the guardian of Jewish memory’? But which memory? The one which glorified
communism? Or that which is the memory of Polish citizens of Jewish origin murdered in Katyn?”33

Krzysztof Bosak, a politician running for the office of President in 2021, also took part in the attack.
He said on the Polsat News TV channel that “the floor was given [during the ceremonies at Auschwitz]
to a man who decided to use this anniversary to attack the government or the Parliament.” His
words provoked a violent protest from the other participants in the programme. Yet Krzysztof Bosak
continued. Referring to Turski’s speech, he stated that the thesis that the road to Auschwitz led from

30 See Marian Turski, speech at the anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, January 27, 2020; Marian Turski
spoke about the eleventh commandment.

31  “Auschwitz nie spadtfo z nieba. Ale komunizm tez nie, a jednak lewicowi publicysci nie zacytujg stow p. Turskiego,
w ktérych wspierat ZSRR,” wPolityce.pl, January 29, 2020; “Na jego stowa powotuje sie opozycja. Kim jest ocalaty z
Holokaustu Marian Turski? SPRAWDZ,” wPolityce.pl, January 28, 2020; “Jerzy Bukowski: Marian Turski — sojusznik
mordercéw Zotnierzy Nieztomnych,” Tysol.pl.

32 “Jak to mozliwe, ze mtody cztowiek tuz po doswiadczeniu obozu koncentracyjnego Auschwitz wstepuje do
PZPR?” wPolityce.pl, February 8, 2020.

33  “Nobel dla Mariana Turskiego? Jak w przypadku Stefana Michnika, Jozefa Cyrankiewicza i Wisi Szymborskiej
jestem na tak. A nawet przeciw,” wPolityce.pl, February 3, 2020.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VaPF_g0jHxk
https://www.auschwitz.info/en/commemoration/commemoration-2020-75th-anniversary-of-the-liberation/2020-01-27-marian-turski-the-eleventh-commandment.html
https://wPolityce.pl/polityka/484668-wykorzystuja-slowa-turskiego-ale-o-jego-przeszlosci-milcza
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https://wpolityce.pl/polityka/486124-z-auschwitz-do-pzpr-jak-to-mozliwe
https://wpolityce.pl/polityka/486124-z-auschwitz-do-pzpr-jak-to-mozliwe
https://wpolityce.pl/polityka/485336-nobel-dla-mariana-turskiego-jestem-na-tak-a-nawet-przeciw
https://wpolityce.pl/polityka/485336-nobel-dla-mariana-turskiego-jestem-na-tak-a-nawet-przeciw
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words to deeds and of the potential of hate speech to result in another Auschwitz was not true,

because this is “typical left-wing rhetoric.”34

Commemorations on the 75™ anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau were also held in
Berlin, where Poland was represented by Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki. His speech was widely
commented on in the Polish and foreign media. The Polish Prime Minister said, among other things,
that Auschwitz “was not the only hell on earth,” as there was also another one called the Gulag.
He called for the memory of both, so that “the past would be a lesson for the future generations.”
To strengthen this point, he instrumentally referred to Irena Sendler: “This is what Irena Sendler, a
Righteous Among the Nations, a woman who saved nearly 2,500 Jewish children from the Holocaust,
would certainly wish. Polish heroes, whose deeds have not lived to see films or books, would desire

it. All witnesses of both Nazi and Soviet communist totalitarianisms would wish it.”3°

The Prime Minister’s speech was celebrated by the Polish right-wing media. On the other hand, an
article published in the German daily Sueddeutsche Zeitung was received with indignation by the same
media outlets. Its author, Daniel Broessler, pointed out that Morawiecki called in Berlin for a kind
of joint commemoration of the Holocaust and the Gulag, the crimes of the Nazis and the Soviets.
In this way, the Prime Minister questioned the uniqueness of the genocide against European Jews,
which must be at the centre of German memory. The journalist also pointed out that the historical
policy practiced in Poland hinders relations with Germany.3® It was as part of this historical policy
that Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki tweeted on Holocaust Remembrance Day: “The German
Nazi camp Auschwitz-Birkenau is a symbol of cruelty that falls beyond any definition. Evil had one
source, the German Reich, which fed on the ideology of Nazism. We must not allow the history of

this unimaginable crime to be falsified.”3’

In 2021, the International Holocaust Remembrance Day took place during a pandemic, which
determined the course of its commemoration. Unlike in previous years, no ceremonies were held
at the former Auschwitz-Birkenau camp and only a dozen or so people attended the wreath-laying
ceremony at the Monument to the Ghetto Heroes in Warsaw. The media broadcast a speech
recorded by President Andrzej Duda on the occasion. Duda recalled the monstrous crime of the
Holocaust, the victims of the Auschwitz-Birkenau camp — Jews, Poles, Roma and Soviet prisoners
of war. He spoke about the obligation to remember and praised Poland for preserving the material
evidence of the crime. Above all, however, he repeated several times in his short, three-minute

’n

34 “Turski wykorzystat rocznice, by zaatakowacd rzad’. Burza po stowach Bosaka w 'Polityce na Ostro’,” Polsat News,
January 27, 2020.

35  “Warto o tym pamietac! Szef rzgdu w Berlinie: Auschwitz-Birkenau nie byto jedynym piektem na ziemi. Drugie z
piekiet miato na imie Gutag,” wPolityce.pl, January 27, 2020.

36  “Absurdalny atak!'Sueddeutsche Zeitung’ o wystgpieniu Morawieckiego w Berlinie: Zakwestionowat wyjgtkowos¢
Holokaustu,” wPolityce.pl, January 29, 2020.

37 See Mateusz Morawiecki, January 27, 2020.



https://www.polsatnews.pl/wiadomosc/2020-01-27/sprawa-agenta-tomka-rozenek-szczerba-bosak-jaworski-w-polityce-na-ostro-od-20/
https://wpolityce.pl/swiat/484347-szef-rzadu-w-berlinie-drugie-z-piekiel-na-ziemi-to-gulag
https://wpolityce.pl/swiat/484347-szef-rzadu-w-berlinie-drugie-z-piekiel-na-ziemi-to-gulag
https://wpolityce.pl/polityka/484530-sz-o-morawieckim-zakwestionowal-wyjatkowosc-holokaustu
https://wpolityce.pl/polityka/484530-sz-o-morawieckim-zakwestionowal-wyjatkowosc-holokaustu
https://twitter.com/MorawieckiM/status/1221742625893572608?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1221742625893572608%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwpolityce.pl%2Fpolityka%2F484210-premier-nie-mozemy-pozwolic-na-zafalszowanie-historii
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speech that the crimes of the Holocaust were committed by the Germans: “The Germans set up

their genocidal industry in the Polish land they occupied.”38

Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki similarly wrote on Twitter that “when Poland regained
independence after 123 years in 1918, no one thought the German Nazis would build the most
terrible death machine in world history, KL Auschwitz-Birkenau, on its territory.”3® Former Prime
Minister Beata Szydto (currently a member of The International Auschwitz Council) shared the
tweet on Facebook and wrote: “76 years ago, the last prisoners of the German extermination camp
Auschwitz-Birkenau were rescued. Before that, however, the Germans had murdered millions. They
killed in death camps but also right in the streets. We must never forget the victims of German
atrocities! 749

The Minister of Justice Zbigniew Ziobro, who rarely spoke publicly on these matters, wrote on
Twitter: “On the anniversary of the liberation of the German Nazi Auschwitz-Birkenau camp in 1945,
celebrated as the International Holocaust Remembrance Day, we honour millions of victims of the
German genocide and remember that these crimes have not been accounted for or punished.”#!

All these statements by Polish politicians were quoted and received with satisfaction in the right-
wing media. Several articles appeared in these media outlets, which not only reminded readers
of the German responsibility for the Holocaust but also emphasized that the perpetrators of the
crimes avoided punishment. The historian Bogdan Musiat spoke about it on the wPolityce.pl portal
and argued that there is no mention in Germany of the fact that after WWII, perpetrators from
Auschwitz were protected by the German state authorities, which never wanted to prosecute war
criminals. Musial also emphasised that the world owes the knowledge of what happened in Auschwitz
to Poles and the “Western narrative” is based mainly on the accounts of Jews who survived the
Holocaust and presents only “a part of what happened.”*? The right-wing journalist Cezary Gmyz
wrote that Germany “celebrates the all-German day of hypocrisy” on the occasion of International
Holocaust Remembrance Day and that leading German politicians take photos of themselves with
the words “we remember.”43 Hanna Radziejowska, the head of the Pilecki Institute in Berlin, also
spoke about unpunished German crimes.** She took part in an online discussion entitled Auschwitz
and the Challenges of Historical and Civic Education, where she said:

38  “'Zeby ludzko$é nigdy nie zapomniata’. Prezydent: Nigdy wiecej ludobdjstwa, nienawisci i rasizmu!” Do Rzeczy,
January 27, 2021.

39 See: Mateusz Morawiecki, January 27, 2021.

40  “Mocny wpis Szydfo: Nie mozemy nigdy zapomnie¢ o ofiarach niemieckiego bestialstwal!” Do Rzeczy, January 27,
2021.

41  See: Zbigniew Ziobro, January 27, 2021.

42 “Prof. Musiat: W Niemczech w ogdle sie nie wspomina, ze sprawcy z Auschwitz byli chronieni przez RFN po |l
wojnie Swiatowej,” wPolitiyce.pl, January 28, 2021.

43 “'Dzi$ ogdlnoniemiecki dzien hipokryzji’. Mocny wpis Gmyza,” Do Rzeczy January 27, 2021.

44 For more about this Institute, see: The Pilecki Institute in Berlin.



https://dorzeczy.pl/kraj/170380/76-rocznica-wyzwolenia-kl-auschwitz-birkenau-przeslanie-prezydenta-dudy.html
https://twitter.com/MorawieckiM/status/1354323417240104961?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1354323417240104961%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdorzeczy.pl%2Fkraj%2F170274%2Fpremier-niemieccy-nazisci-zbudowali-najstraszliwsza-machine-smierci-w-historii-swiata.html
https://dorzeczy.pl/kraj/170351/76-rocznica-wyzwolenia-kl-auschwitz-birkenau-szydlo-nie-mozemy-nigdy-zapomniec-o-ofiarach-niemiec.html
https://twitter.com/ZiobroPL/status/1354332210187411456?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1354332210187411456%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwpolityce.pl%2Fhistoria%2F536605-szef-ms-te-zbrodnie-nie-zostaly-rozliczone-ani-ukarane
https://wpolityce.pl/swiat/536764-musial-niemcy-nie-mowia-o-chronieniu-zalogi-z-auschwitz
https://wpolityce.pl/swiat/536764-musial-niemcy-nie-mowia-o-chronieniu-zalogi-z-auschwitz
https://dorzeczy.pl/kraj/170296/cezary-gmyz-mocno-o-niemcach-dzis-obchodza-ogolnoniemiecki-dzien-hipokryzji.html
https://berlin.instytutpileckiego.pl/en?setlang=1 
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When it comes to education about the Holocaust, the factis also important that it is unknown
that many crimes and atrocities committed by the Nazis against the Jewish population
remained unpunished after the war. Most perpetrators were not punished. This also needs
to be talked about.*

Stanistaw Zaryn, the spokesman for the Minister of Secret Service, also spoke about the national
identity of the perpetrators and victims of Auschwitz-Birkenau. On Twitter, he criticized the
President of the European Commission, who issued a special statement on International Holocaust
Remembrance Day. Stanistaw Zaryn saw it as “lacking in precision” and wrote:

The concentration camp was established and run by the Germans, not by nationless Nazis.
The text does not mention the German criminals who are responsible for creating this
infernal place. The text of the statement referring to the victims murdered in Auschwitz
mentions Jews, Gypsies and Sinti and others. The statement does not mention Poles, who
were the first inmates and victims and of whom over 140,000 were murdered.*®

All these statements illustrate very well the current trend of the historical policy in Poland, which
consists of constantly repeating that the crimes of the Holocaust were perpetrated by Germans, not
by some abstract Nazis without any nationality. This, of course, serves to claim that only Germany as
a state and the Germans as a nation are responsible for the Holocaust, while ignoring the fact that
they found many helpers among representatives of other nationalities, including Poles.

A long poem was published in the wPolityce.pl portal on this occasion, whose concluding stanzas
were aimed at Jews. Its content not only remembered Poles who saved Jews and asked for gratitude
but also gave instruction on how to talk about the war in the spirit of the historical policy in Poland:

You live because somebody hid your ancestors in their house. You live because fate bought
your life with the blood of these people [i.e. saviours]. You live to bear witness to the old
accounts. You are alive! So never confuse the executioner and the victim [...]*’

On January 27, 2021, OKO.Press published the latest survey results on Polish memory of Auschwitz-
Birkenau and the Holocaust. They presented the findings of a nationwide survey carried out through
personal interviews, Internet surveys and telephone interviews by the Public Opinion Research
Centre from September 21, to November 25, 2020. These studies were commissioned by Prof.
Marek Kucia from the Institute of Sociology at the Jagiellonian University, Krakéw, as part of his
research project entitled Auschwitz in the Social Memory of Poles 75 Years Later. This research shows

45  “Szefowa Instytutu Pileckiego w Berlinie: Wiekszo$¢ oprawcow z czasow Holokaustu nie zostata ukarana. O tym
trzeba mowic,” wPolitiyce.pl, January 27, 2021.

46 “'Fakty majg znaczenie’. Zaryn zwraca uwage szefowej KE,” Do Rzeczy, January 26, 2021.

47  “W 76. rocznice wyzwolenia niemieckiego obozu koncentracyjnego Auschwitz-Birkenau. 'Czasami widze we $nie

rn

twarze bezimienne’,” wPolitiyce.pl, January 27, 2021.



https://wpolityce.pl/swiat/536646-radziejowska-wiekszosc-oprawcow-nie-zostala-ukarana
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https://wpolityce.pl/spoleczenstwo/536715-w-76-rocznice-wyzwolenia-auschwitz-birkenau
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that the Auschwitz camp was indicated as one of the most important places and events of WWII.
When asked about such places and events, Poles tended to mention only the beginning of the war
as well as fighting and resistance. The Warsaw Uprising also appeared in the responses slightly more
often than Auschwitz. At the same time, however, it turned out that Poles do not know exactly how
many Jews died during the Holocaust. Only every tenth Pole (11%) was able to quote the symbolic
number of 6 million victims. One-third could not say at all how many Jews were murdered during
the war. Poles also do not know how many Polish Jews died during the war and when asked about
it, they underestimated their number. Most respondents (43%) gave numbers lower than 2 million.
Only 10 per cent gave the correct number — from 2.7 to 3 million. More than a third said they did
not know or did not answer. Moreover, about 20 per cent were convinced that it was mainly ethnic
Poles, not Jews, who died in Auschwitz. Only slightly more than a half mentioned Jews as the largest
group of Auschwitz victims.

The survey also revealed that the vast majority of Poles believe their ancestors helped Jews during
the occupation “as much as they could.” This answer was given by 82 per cent of respondents.
Only 14 per cent thought that Poles could have done more. Half of the respondents justified the
complicity of Poles in the Holocaust by fear and coercion on the part of the Germans. In addition,
19 per cent of those questioned agreed with the following opinion: “War is a terrible thing, but
it is good that as a result there are not as many Jews in Poland as there used to be.” 71 per cent
disagreed with this opinion. Moreover, more than a half (55%) believed that “Jews have too much
influence in the world.” Almost half (41%) think that “Jews cannot change their bad national traits,
because this is what they are like” and more than a quarter of those asked (28%) believed that Jews
have too much influence on political life in Poland.*®

The results of this survey were commented on by its initiator, Professor Marek Kucia for OKO.
press. The sociologist noted that, especially in the context of Poles’ perception of themselves as a
nation of the Righteous, there is clear correspondence with how Polish authorities want Poles to be
perceived in the world — as a nation that saved Jews and did as much as possible in this matter. “I
would attribute this to the influence of the historical policy of our authorities — the president, the
government and the ruling party,” Kucia stated.*® Interestingly, the results of this latest research
were also presented on the right-wing wPolityce.pl portal. However, the article omitted the questions
and answers demonstrating Polish antisemitism.>°

It is clear from the many quoted statements of representatives of the Polish state authorities and
the journalists who support them that currently the most important goal of historical policy towards
the Holocaust is to remind the whole world that the responsibility for it lies solely with Germany.
In turn, any attempts to speak of co-perpetrators of other nationalities are treated as attempts

48 Adam Leszczyniski, “Niewiedza Polakdw o Zagtadzie: Uwazajg, ze cierpieliémy tak samo, jak Zydzi. [NOWE
BADANIA],” OKO.press, January 27, 2021.

49  Ibid.

50 “76. rocznica wyzwolenia niemieckiego obozu Auschwitz. Dla Polakow obdz zagtady pozostaje symbolem
totalnego zta,” wPolitiyce.pl, January 27, 2021.



https://oko.press/polowa-polakow-usprawiedliwia-wspoludzial-w-zagladzie/
https://oko.press/polowa-polakow-usprawiedliwia-wspoludzial-w-zagladzie/
https://wpolityce.pl/historia/536649-76-rocznica-wyzwolenia-niemieckiego-obozu-auschwitz
https://wpolityce.pl/historia/536649-76-rocznica-wyzwolenia-niemieckiego-obozu-auschwitz

58 Shifts in Holocaust Memory in Europe

at dangerous and unauthorized historical revisionism, especially in the context of Poland and the
Poles, who allegedly mainly rescued Jews and were themselves subjected to Nazi violence. From
the perspective of the Polish authorities, the anniversaries of the liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau
provide an excellent opportunity for this reminder, as the international celebrations in the light of
cameras make their voice loudly heard abroad. Of course, such a narrative is not something new, as
it has continued since the end of World War Il. However, it has definitely been intensified following
the advancement of research on Polish complicity in the Holocaust and the rise to power of the Law
and Justice party. The party has turned the defence of Poland’s good name into a tool for building
political support. The implementation of this historical policy leads to serious distortions in the
Polish memory of the Holocaust, as the public opinion polls clearly demonstrate.

The campaign against the authors of Night without End

The book Night without End: The Fate of Jews in Selected Counties of Occupied Poland, edited by Barbara
Engelking and Jan Grabowski, is a two-volume publication that sums up a multi-year research project
carried out by the Polish Centre for Holocaust Research of the Polish Academy of Sciences. Among
other things, the book presents well-documented examples of murders by Poles of Jews seeking
help. The book came out in April 2018 and its release was followed by meetings and discussions
with the authors. At the beginning of 2019, this publication became the target of an attack by
right-wing media and the state-controlled Institute of National Remembrance (IPN). Numerous
texts prepared by employees and associates of the Institute of National Remembrance reached the
media.”* The most extensive of them was a brochure published as a supplement to the IPN Bulletin
by historian Tomasz Domanski, entitled “Image Correction? Source-Related Reflections on the Book
Night without End.”>?

Inview of the accusations made—which concerned, interalia, the selection of source, the methodology,
and the allegedly unfounded accusation against Poles of complicity in the extermination of Jews —
the authors of Night Without End decided to respond. They prepared a set of separate responses
to the articles of right-wing journalists and reviewers from the Institute of National Remembrance.
They were all published on the website of the Centre for Holocaust Research.”? In his own answer,
Grabowski drew attention to the common feature of publications by historians from the Institute of
National Remembrance and their supporters: “This type of writing has a name in the literature of
the Holocaust: it is a specific form of denial, widespread today in Eastern Europe,” which Gerstenfeld
calls “Holocaust deflection.”>* The Institute of National Remembrance’s response included another

51 Some of these articles are available for download on the website of the Institute of National Remembrance.

52  Tomasz Domaniski, “Korekta obrazu? Refleksje Zrédtoznawcze wokét ksigzki 'Dalej jest noc. Losy Zyddw w
wybranych powiatach okupowanej Polski’ — do pobrania,” Institute of National Remembrance.

53  See: Centrum Badan nad Zagtadg Zyddw.

54  Jan Grabowski, “OdpowiedzZ na recenzje,” Centre for Holocaust Research.
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publication. In September 2020, during a specially organized press conference, it presented the
book by Tomasz Domaniski entitled Correction: A Continuation.>®

The authors of Night without End were formally accused by 80-year-old Filomena Leszczynska from the
village of Malinowo. She charged them with defaming the memory of her uncle Edward Malinowski,
who was the head of the village of Malinowo during the war. Leszczynska demanded an apology,
financial compensation and an admission by the authors that the purpose of their publication was
to accuse Poles of murdering Jews. In fact, however, the lawsuit was inspired by an association
called Reduta Dobrego Imienia (The Good Name Redoubt — The Polish League Against Defamation),
which had contacted Filomena Leszczynska, persuaded her to file a lawsuit, financed the lawyers
and publicized the case in the media. This association is funded by the state and supported by the
authorities. Its main goal is to fight the alleged “anti-Polonism” (understood as the counterpart of
antisemitism), the various manifestations of which they continually monitor. The Redoubt eagerly
supports the historical policy implemented in Poland and stubbornly defends the narrative that
Poles did not take part in the Holocaust but on the contrary, saved Jews en masse.>®

The mistake that The Good Name Redoubt found in the well-sourced publication Night without End
of over 1,800 pages, concerned the content of one short paragraph and one of the hundreds of
people mentioned in its pages. It turned out that there were two Edward Malinowskis in pre-war
Malinowo and Barbara Engelking confused them in the chapter of the book she wrote. Moreover, the
author quoted two different testimonies about the attitude of the mayor Malinowski, the relative
of Filomena Leszczynska: the testimony of a Jewish survivor, which showed that he was jointly
responsible for the crimes against Jews and the sentence of a post-war court, in which the same
woman testified in defence of the village administrator and the court acquitted him. Both versions
of events were quoted in the book, although Engelking was more confident of the testimony that
implicated Malinowski. She wrote about the reasons for the mistake and the documents prompting
the adoption of such an interpretation in an extensive article.>’

On February 9, 2021, the court of first instance in Warsaw issued a judgment in the case. The
court stated in its ruling that the rights of the relative of the village administrator Malinowski have
been violated and ordered an apology. It did not, however, impose financial compensation on the
historians. The accused historians announced an appeal against this sentence. Ultimately, in August
2021, the appeals court dismissed the claim against both historians in its entirety.>®
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The case against the historians and the first verdict given by the court led to hundreds of media
comments. From the moment the book was published right-wing journalists had informed
Polish readers that Night without End was an unreliable, anti-Polish publication, based on lies and
distortions. Initially, they relied primarily on the aforementioned reviews prepared by historians
from the Institute of National Remembrance and argued on their basis that the authors of Night
without End had committed a number of falsifications and manipulations. At that time, the right-
wing press published many articles and interviews with historians who presented the results of
their own research. The historian Bogdan Musiat called the authors of Night without End “falsifiers.”>°
The cover of the Sieci weekly featured a photo of Grabowski and Engelking captioned Caught in a
Lie and this sensational cover was to encourage people to read the article by the IPN historian Piotr
Gontarczyk.?? A photo of Grabowski and Gross was also published in the wPolityce.pl portal as an
illustration accompanying the article entitled Acting Poles.?! The same website also wrote about
the authors of Night without End that “more and more data indicate that it is a school of hypocrisy
against the Holocaust,” which is all about slandering the Polish nation, rather than the tragedy of

the Jews.”62

Jan Zaryn, a right-wing historian and senator of the Law and Justice party, said that those who
introduce lies into the public sphere condemn themselves to “automatic exclusion.” He also
predicted that there would certainly be “more publications of this type” because it was “an element
of [a] hybrid, multifaceted war, concerning not only Polish-Jewish relations but in general European
civilization, which we define as Christian.” He also stated that the manipulations in Night without End
are not a simple mistake but an element of a larger campaign aimed at confirming the thesis that
Poles took part in the Holocaust, proven through Bolshevik methods. He also added:

We need voices on the Jewish side. The ball is in their court now. As Poles, we have been
so deeply affected by various anti-Polish statements from important people that there is
nothing for us to do when it comes to getting closer to Jewish points of view. Now it is the
Jews who have the duty to come closer to the search for the truth and start a conversation
with us, apologizing that there are people in their communities who are unworthy of being
called politicians or scholars.®?
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The statements quoted above are only a sample of what the right-wing media wrote about the
authors of Night without End and the publication itself. The vast majority of articles and comments
published on this subject had the same tone. It is also worth noting that none of the previous books
published by the Polish Centre for Holocaust Research has faced such an attack from the right.
The wPolityce.pl portal was one of many to write that the lies about the Holocaust were exposed
in court and that it turned out that “calumnies and lies are used by professors from the great city
of Warsaw who receive thousands worth of grants, award-winning researchers from certain elites
valued abroad.”®* Maciej Swirski, the head of the Good Name Redoubt, did not hide his satisfaction
and considered the court proceedings a step in the right direction. He sees his response to the book
Night without End as part of “a broad trend of deconstructing the narrative that blames Poles for the
Holocaust and triggering WWI1.”6>

The Polish right did regret the court’s decision not to impose a financial punishment. Tadeusz
Ptuzanski told the Do Rzeczy weekly that such a penalty “would be an effective deterrent against
the creation of this type of publication in the future.” He saw no problem, however, in the fact that
bringing the historians to trial interfered with their freedom of academic research: “The freedom
of academic research and anti-Polish lies, which are in fact a manifestation of anti-Polonism, i.e.
hatred towards Poland and Poles, a form of defaming Poles, are two different things. There are
historical studies that prove conclusively that the book by Engelking and Grabowski is untrue and is

a manifestation of anti-Polonism.”®®

The Chairman of the Council of the Institute of National Remembrance, Professor Wojciech Polak,
not only regretted the court’s failure to impose financial penalty, but also expressed his hope that
there would be more such trials in the future:

| hope there will be more similar cases. There are a lot of such cases regarding slandering
Poles for what they did during the occupation. Poles are often blamed for crimes committed
by the Germans. In any such case, | believe that the case should be brought to court. There
should be some mechanism to compensate people who file lawsuits in such cases, because
in fact these are not their private lawsuits but pro bono publico lawsuits that are supposed to
prevent the defamation of Poles.®”

The Minister of Justice Zbigniew Ziobro tweeted that Filomena Leszczynska “proved in court the
manipulations of B. Engelking and J. Grabowski” and this brave woman “opposed the deceptive
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propaganda slandering Poles.”®® He said, however, in Radio Maryja (a Catholic, nationalistic and
antisemitic radio station) that the book Night without End was written to fit a certain thesis and
there are those who, “as part of cynical propaganda, try to assign responsibility for participation
in the Holocaust to the Polish nation,” and that Poles did not take part in it but were its victims.®®
Przemystaw Czarnek, the Minister of Education and Science, called Night without End an “anti-Polish
rag.” He also stated that such research should not be financed by the state budget.’® Senator Jan
Zaryn, who said that “the Polish state has the right to use tools to discipline liars,” did not hide
his joy at the verdict.”* Karol Nawrocki, the Director of the WWII Museum and the newly elected
President of the Institute of National Remembrance, called the researchers from the Polish Centre
for Holocaust Research “fantasists, haters and academic grifters.” These comments were made
before he was appointed the President of the Institute of National Remembrance, though he later
announced that the Institute under his leadership would not invite them to speak.”?

Politicians from the opposition parties hardly commented on the court’s verdict. Much was written
about itin the liberal media, especially on the OKO.press website, which regularly informed its readers
about the campaign against the Polish researchers of the Holocaust. It wrote about its development
and analysed the statements of representatives of the Polish authorities and historians from the
Institute of National Remembrance. The accused researchers were given a forum to explain the
controversies that had arisen. OKO.press considered the trial against Engelking and Grabowski not
only an unprecedented attack on freedom of scholarly research, but most of all an attempt to
silence all those who write about the complicity of Poles in the Holocaust, a tactic of intimidation.’3
The disturbing results of a survey were also published, in which the following question was asked:
“Should historians who compromise Poland’s reputation, for example by writing about the complicity
of Poles in the Holocaust during WWII, be brought to justice?” It turned out that 39 per cent were
in favour of bringing historians to trial and 51 percent against it. The results of this study were
commented on by the social psychologist Prof. Michat Bilewicz:

Where does this need for censoring history come from? Firstly, from cognitive conformism.
People blocking off new knowledge and willing to adapt to the majority will react with fury
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to any attempt to shake the consensus about history. The story is supposed to be the way
they learnt it at school. Period. Another source of the censorship tendency is an uncertain,
narcissistic national identity. Thus, the greatest censors are not people who are truly proud
of the history of their own nation but those who have a deep feeling that their ancestors
behaved immorally and the nation itself is not such an ideal at all.”*

The author and journalist Adam Szostkiewicz wrote about the court’s sentence in the case against
Engelking and Grabowski in the Polityka weekly. He unequivocally stated that this outrageous trial
should never have happened, and it was enough to point out to the editors of the book the misleading
information “without adding anti-Polish insinuations to it.” The journalist also noted that whenever
politicians write history to serve ideology, the historical truth loses. It is the duty of historians,
however, to reliably present the mechanisms of genocide based on the available evidence of the
crime. Only in this way can the memory of the tragedy of particular children, women and men be
restored. Szostkiewicz concluded by saying that “casting a shadow on the honesty of researchers’
intentions under the pretext of one wrong paragraph raises objections.””> The journalists Daniel
Passent’® and Krzysztof Burnetko’” and the anthropologist Ludwik Stomma’® wrote equally critically
about the lawsuit against the historians in the Polityka weekly.

Gazeta Wyborcza also wrote extensively about the trial of the authors of Night Without End and the
campaign waged in Poland against independent researchers of the Holocaust. It emphasised that
the court proceedings were not the first attack on the Polish Centre for Holocaust Research but
were undoubtedly the most aggressive. “Their monograph,” the newspaper wrote, “caused the
fury of right-wing politicians and journalists because it falls completely outside the framework of
the historical policy of PiS.” It disrupted the laboriously constructed story of Poles as a nation of the
Righteous Among the Nations, which is why “nationalists and pseudo-patriots became hysterical.””?
Gazeta Wyborcza also noted that the verdict against the authors of the book sparked an “antisemitic
orgy on right-wing Internet forums,” and that reading these voices is “a depressing testimony to the
state of mind of a large part of our society and supporters of the historical policy” conducted by the
Law and Justice party.®° The purpose and meaning of the court case was interpreted by Wojciech
Czuchnowski, a Gazeta Wyborcza journalist, as follows:
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The case of Engelking and Grabowski did not appear before the court because “the memory
of a village leader was defamed” in a dozen or so lines of a book a thousand pages long. If
this is about anything, it is the least about the mayor of the village of Malinowo and his old
relative. For the formation now ruling Poland, this story has become a pretext to punish
historians who do not share the “new historical policy” forced by the PiS government, which
consists in writing a history in which Poles are only heroes and victims and anyone who
claims otherwise will be prosecuted for “anti-Polonism” and “insulting the Polish nation.”®!

It is worth quoting one more excerpt from an article published in Gazeta Wyborcza on this matter:

Researchers describing the complex history of the extermination of Jews and revealing the
truth about the complicity of Polish society in it are the target of attacks by public and pro-
government media. The official teaching of history is to be dominated by a polished narrative
about heroic Poles who saved Jews. And possibly about ungrateful Jews who introduced
communism in Poland. Writing the truth is referred to as the “pedagogy of shame,” and lying
assumes the dimension of the “historical policy.”8?

The Western media also reported on the trial against Polish researchers of the Holocaust without
hiding their indignation. Letters and statements on this matter were issued by many Polish and
Western institutions and associations. These included the POLIN Museum,®3 the Jewish Historical
Institute,®* the Polish National Historical Committee of the Polish Academy of Sciences,® the
Institute of Philosophy of the Polish Academy of Sciences,® the Polish-Israeli Friendship Society,®’
IHRA®® and many others. All these public statements criticized the historical policy pursued by the
Polish authorities, defended the accused and above all, the freedom of scholarly research. The trial
against Engelking and Grabowski was interpreted as an attempt to silence historians researching
the problem of Poles” complicity in the Holocaust. The very fact that the court case took place at
all was considered an attack on core principles of liberal democracy. It was especially in the context
of these international reactions that the Polish liberal press drew attention to how The Good Name
Redoubt actually harmed Poland: “The Good Name Redoubt claims to fight to ensure that Poland
is spoken of in the best possible way. So far, however, its actions have proven counter-productive.
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Foreign publications mainly write about the freedom of historical research being endangered in
Poland.”® And elsewhere:

The Good Name Redoubt has just outdone the competition. It has been a long time since the
activities of one state-subsidized institution caused such a wide and wholly negative reaction
of the world press, international institutions researching the past and global academic
associations. And this was the effect of the trial against Prof. Barbara Engelking and Prof. Jan
Grabowski.?°

Indeed, it is difficult to find a better summary of the whole scandal, the echoes of which reached
beyond the borders of Poland. Of course, it was not the outcry of the Western world that was the
intended result of the court case against Holocaust historians. Its primary goal was to discredit
famous Holocaust researchers and to challenge the results of their many years of research. At the
same time, this case was intended to frighten all those researching the complicity of Poles in the
Holocaust and make them more careful about what they write and say. These intentions were
perfectly identified by the accused Engelking, who wrote:

The lawsuit, de facto brought by Reduta Dobrego Imienia against the author and the editor
of the book Dalej jest noc, is a Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation (SLAPP). Lawsuits
of such type aim, above all, to undermine the credibility and competence of the people sued,
to burden them financially (with high penalties and legal costs) and to provoke a “chilling
effect,” i.e. —in this case —to discourage other researchers from investigating and writing the
truth about the extermination of Jews in Poland.”!

In the context of the Polish authorities’ historical policy toward Holocaust remembrance, lawsuits
against independent researchers should be considered a tool and a manifestation of its progressive
radicalization. While Holocaust scholars have previously been discredited and slandered in various
ways, so far there has been no attempt to intimidate and restrict them under threat of court
sentences. The lawsuit brought against Jan Grabowski and Barbara Engelking not only in Poland, but
also abroad, has sparked outrage over this unprecedented interference in the freedom of scientific
research.

The Paris conference

A conference titled “The New Polish School of Historical Research on the Holocaust” was held at
the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in Paris on February 21 and 22, 2019. Its honorary
guest was Prof. Jan Tomasz Gross. The conference was attended by researchers from the Centre
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for Holocaust Research, the Jewish Historical Institute and other Polish research centres on the
Holocaust and antisemitism. The scholars from the Centre for Holocaust Research presented the
individual studies that make up Night Without End and perhaps that is why the Institute of National
Remembrance sent its historians to Paris. They were not invited by the organizers and did not
present their own papers, but they were among the audience and the purpose of their visit remains
unclear. Undoubtedly, however, they tried to defend the “good name” of Poland in Paris.

They were not alone. There were about 30 people among the audience of the conference who
tried to disrupt its course by whistling, shouting and making noisy comments. Additionally, this
group waited for the speakers outside the building, shouting antisemitic statements about “Jewish
henchmen,” “Jewish money,” etc. Faced with this behaviour, the conference organizers informed the
protesters they would be asked to leave the room. Additionally, representatives of this aggressive
“Polish group” did not respect the rules of the conference and recorded the presentations. These
recordings then reached the media.®?

Representative of certain camps within Poland had earlier protested against the organization of this
conference. They sent an open letter to various institutions, in which they wrote that the participating
Polish researchers had nothing to do with academia, as they were unreliable, represented an
anti-Polish attitude and their academic work was xenophobic. The authors of the letter included
biographies of all the Polish speakers, which were supposed to testify to their anti-Polish attitudes.
The letter ended with an appeal to the conference organizers:

As descendants of Poles who fought en masse and died in the fight against Nazi Germany on
all fronts, died in concentration camps, lost their health as forced laborers in the Third Reich,
we cannot accept the fact that the prestigious EHESS lends its academic authority to anti-
Polish, unreliable figures from the world of academia. We call for the cancellation and re-
organization of the conference in a format ensuring the selection of speakers corresponding
to the prestige of the EHESS and offering a multi-sided approach to the subject.®?

The French organizers did not succumb to this pressure but did react to what happened in Paris
during the conference. At the beginning of the second day of the conference, a statement was read
that described the events of the previous day of the conference as “regrettable.” It was noted that
unworthy statements were made in the hall of the College de France, some of which were clearly
antisemitic, “words taken straight from an old dictionary of antisemites.” It was mentioned that
many of the conference participants had received threatening letters and messages. The organizers
emphasized the academic nature of the event and that there was no place for patriotic rants. Those
who came to the conference to defend the Polish historical policy, denying the complicity of Poles in
the Holocaust and other dark pages of history, were asked to leave the room, because this was not

92  Onthe course of the conference in Paris, see the account by Joanna Tokarska-Bakir, “Czarownice pod ostrzatem
w Paryzu,” Otwarta Rzeczpospolita, March 19, 2019.
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February 2019.
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the place for such a discussion.?* After the conference, the EHESS also issued a special press release
mentioning attempts to put pressure on the organizers in the weeks leading up to the conference.
Most emphasized, however, were the attempts to disrupt the normal course of the deliberations
and the antisemitic statements by the defenders of Poland. The incident was condemned for its
“unacceptable violations of freedom of thought and academic freedom, which set the worrying

context of intimidating research and academics in many European countries.”®>

Following the conference, the French Minister of Science, Frédérique Vidal, wrote a letter to the Polish
Minister of Science and Higher Education, Jarostaw Gowin. She expressed her expectation that the
Polish authorities would distance themselves from such antisemitic excesses. She drew attention to
the lack of any reaction from the representatives of the Institute of National Remembrance present
at the conference. She also mentioned that the Paris conference was heavily criticized in social
media by the Institute of National Remembrance and the Polish Embassy in France, which could be
considered an “unacceptable interference with the freedom of academic research.” Vidal appealed
to Gowin for respect for the freedom of scholarly research and for an academic discussion free from
political pressure.®®

The Polish minister responded with a letter written in a condescending tone. He stressed that he
was pleased that Vidal cared about the “freedom of scholarly research,” which in fact in many
countries “is threatened by the ideology of political correctness, by means of which attempts are
made to impose various forms of censorship and self-censorship on academics.” He offered help in
the reform of the French education system, assuring Vidal that he knew how huge a problem France
had with antisemitism. He also criticized the organizers of the conference for not reacting when some
of the speakers criticized the Polish authorities for their historical policy towards the Holocaust. He
referred to the disruption of the conference as follows: “It is difficult for me to say unequivocally
whether there were any antisemitic statements during the conference. The reports collected show
that they did not take place. If, however, offensive remarks with antisemitic overtones were directed

at the speakers in the lobby, then such behaviour is clearly unacceptable.”®’

Jarostaw Szarek, President of the Institute of National Remembrance, also sent a letter to the French
Minister. He defended the Institute against the accusations made during the conference in Paris
(which were “extremely harmful for our institution”). He also complained to conference organizers
that the participating historians from the Institute of National Remembrance were not allowed to
speak and “were denied equal rights with the other participants of the discussion.” Similarly to
Minister Gowin, Szarek was also unaware of any incidents in Paris and emphasized that antisemitism
is a problem in Western Europe:
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The Institute consequently condemns all incidents resulting from national, racial or religious
prejudices and notes with concern reports on the increase in the number of these in Western
European countries. Therefore, we understand your concern and your need to react.
Nevertheless, in cases like this, we should always assess the confirmed facts, regardless of
the social or national group we are talking about. However, we have not received any reliable
confirmation that there were any incidents of this kind during the conference.”®

The events that took place at the Paris conference became the subject of numerous comments in the
Polish media. Pictures of Holocaust researchers Jan Tomasz Gross, Jan Grabowski, Barbara Engelking
(although she was not in Paris!) and Jacek Leociak were shown in the main news programme of the
Polish Television (“Wiadomosci”) to illustrate the news material about a “festival of anti-Polish lies”
heldin Paris.?? The Polish right wing called the conference itself “the Sabbath of anti-Polish witches,” 100
and the popular journalist Jan Pospieszalski described its participants as “people who came out of
Bolshevism, from the Soviets, mentally still stuck in this situation.”1°? Senator Jan Zaryn called for
“a change of the management of the French research post of the Polish Academy of Sciences” and
for “the taking away of grants and administrative positions from the participating researchers.” As
for the researchers who took part in the conference, he said that they lacked academic authority,
were known for falsifications and lies and conducted “pseudo-research and spit at Poland with
Polish taxpayers’ money.” Senator Zaryn apologized to all Polish citizens for “having to pay to have
their faces spat at and their heroic family members slandered, who died under German or Soviet
occupation during WWI|.”102

The speeches of Jan Tomasz Gross and Jacek Leociak caused particular indignation in the right-wing
media. Some sentences were quoted, taken out of context and distorted. Gross was accused of
claiming that Poles killed more Jews in the countryside during WW!II than the Germans in the death
camps.103 One sentence was taken out of Jacek Leociak’s lecture that “Poles want to dig up Jewish
bones from their graves and throw stones in there.” It was claimed that the professor was screaming,
waving his hands nervously, “which did not resemble” a normal lecture given by an academic.'%*
One of the right-wing journalists even suggested that Leociak was under the influence of some
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drugs or “[had] forgot[ten] to take them.”19> The Paris conference was called “the new Polish school
7106 3nd the conference was described as “an attack on Poland,”197 “
session of anti-Polonism in Paris,”198 “spitting at Polish history.”1%° The wPolityce.pl portal published
an interview with the historian Piotr Gontarczyk, who said that “the group gathered in Paris has little
to do with truth and science.” He also stated that “what happened there was on the one hand quite
an embarrassing show and on the other, extremely dangerous. We are dealing with attempts to
revise the history of Poland, in which Poles are massively accused of participating in the Holocaust.” 110
The same portal also published an interview with another historian, Professor Andrzej Nowak, who
said that the narrative presented by the “new school of the Holocaust” is motivated by hatred of the

Polish national community. Asked by a journalist how to evaluate such behaviour, Nowak replied:

of lying about the Holocaust, a

“It is a kind of extremely nationalist story in which you see the suffering of only one nation. It does
not pay attention to human suffering but to the suffering of one nation. It is a chauvinistic story,

sometimes bordering on racism.”11

The right-wing media not only attacked the Polish researchers present in Paris. A completely
different version of the events that took place during the conference was also presented. For this
purpose, reports of participants were published that represented the audience from the circles of
the French Polish community and claimed that no incidents had occurred. One of them wrote that
there were “no antisemitic shouts” and no one interrupted the speakers.'? Jakub Kumoch, the
Polish ambassador to Switzerland and currently the head of the International Policy Bureau in the
Chancellery of the President of Poland, reviewed the audio transcript of the conference and stated
that he had found nothing to suggest antisemitic slogans had been uttered there or that anyone had
tried to disrupt the conference. His words were considered a credible expert’s opinion in the right-
wing media,''3 and he was thanked and cited repeatedly.
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The attacked Polish researchers were given space to speak in the liberal and left-wing media.
Krytyka Polityczna and OKO.press published an extensive article by Leociak. An interview with Jan
Grabowski and an article by Joanna Tokarska-Bakir were published in Gazeta Wyborcza. A coherent
picture of what had happened in Paris emerged from their accounts, depicting the disruption of the
proceedings and antisemitic slogans uttered there. Leociak not only commented on the course of
events but also shared an extensive fragment of his paper, from which the right wing took this one
sentence. Here is the context in which the sentence was mentioned:

We can argue endlessly about the number of those who saved and those who robbed,
betrayed and murdered. Yet our knowledge about the period of the Holocaust in Poland,
ever more profound year by year, leads to the conclusion that — unfortunately — there were
more of the latter, that more harm was done to Jews than good. No spells, expressions of
indignation, protests, accusations can change that. We rely on facts. It is up to us what we
want to do with this knowledge. It is not joyful knowledge. We can turn away from it, deny
it, pretend that it does not concern us, or polish it so that it becomes comforting and safe
knowledge for us. Yet in order to do so, we must destroy the historical accounts, testimonies
and documents deposited in the archives and replace them with counterfeit equivalents; we
must convince the surviving victims and witnesses they did not see what they did; we must
dig up the remains of Jewish victims from anonymous graves scattered around Poland and
replace them with stones. Of course, this cannot be done. Thus, what can be done instead is
only spells, mystifications and public rituals.1*

Grabowski commented on the events in Paris by claiming he had never encountered such behaviour
during academic proceedings. “The French, who are used to militia in the streets but not in university
halls, experienced an even greater shock. It was an explosion of hatred towards researchers,” he
said in an interview for Gazeta Wyborcza.*> It was also in the pages of this daily that an article by
Joanna Tokarska-Bakir was published under the suggestive title, “The Witches Under Fire in Paris.”
She pointed out that it was the inconvenient truth the Polish historians discovered that triggered
the reaction of the “Polish group” that had come to the conference and disrupted its course. She
also asked about the reasons for the presence of the representatives of the Institute of National
Remembrance and the Pilecki Institute at the conference: “Were they sent to Paris by taxpayers’
money and if so, in what capacity? From now on, will the Institute of National Remembrance and
the Pilecki Institute always send their representatives to foreign conferences on the Holocaust?” 110
Ludwik Stomma, a columnist for the Polityka weekly, asked where this vociferous and aggressive
group of Poles had come from. And he replied: “They do not want to be called antisemites and
maybe rightly so. After all, they are not afraid of Jews but of facing historical truths. And rightly so,
because the past cannot be eliminated with an IPN aspen stake. The ghosts get up and haunt you.”*’
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The topic of the conference in Paris persisted in the Polish media for over a month. The Polish right
viewed this academic event as yet another proof of the anti-Polish attitude of domestic scholars,
who had long been attacked for it anyway. The fact that they presented their research findings
at a foreign symposium resulted in them being ever more vehemently accused of acting against
the Polish national community. They were considered traitors and a campaign against them was
organized in the media.

The controversy around Masha Gessen’s article

In March 2021, The New Yorker published an article entitled “The Historians Under Attack for
Exploring Poland’s Role in the Holocaust.”!1® Its author, Masha Gessen, recounted and commented
on the aforementioned lawsuit against the historians Jan Grabowski and Barbara Engelking. She
also referred to the historical propaganda policy implemented by the Polish authorities towards
the memory of the Holocaust. One sentence from a subtitle in the article provoked an extremely
violent reaction in Poland: “To exonerate the nation of the murders of three million Jews, the Polish
government will go as far as to prosecute scholars for defamation.”*'° The sentence was interpreted
as an accusation of Polish responsibility for the murder of three million Jews and caused a wave of
indignation and protests.

Representatives of the state authorities spoke out on this matter. The Deputy Minister of Foreign
Affairs Szymon Szynkowski vel Sek wrote via Twitter: “The attempt to create an image in which the
Poles are blamed for the death of three million Jews is something extraordinary. This manipulation
will be the subject of a strong reaction from the Polish diplomatic service.”12°

In line with this announcement, steps were taken by the Polish embassy in Washington, which sent
its protest to the editorial office of The New Yorker and demanded that Gessen’s article be removed.
Other Polish politicians and public figures did not hide their indignation. Above all, however, the
sentence stirred rage in the right-wing media, where Gessen’s article was received as unequivocally
anti-Polish. Additionally, it was interpreted as part of the long-standing attack on Poland, the
purpose of which is to hold Poles responsible for the Holocaust. For example, Tomasz tysiak, a
columnist for the wPolityce.pl portal, said that for some time now “a large-scale attempt has been
carried out to change our role: from victims of totalitarianism to accomplices of German crimes.”
He also added that all this is not only about Masha Gessen, but about many other world journalists
associated with left-wing or Israeli newspapers and hundreds of Internet users who “participate in
replicating lies.”*?! Similar comments on Gessen’s article appeared on the same portal by Professor
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Woijciech Polak, a historian and Chairman of the Council of the Institute of National Remembrance.
In his opinion, many circles in the USA and in Western European countries present similar views,
which results from “complete ignorance” and is clearly anti-Polish. Professor Polak also firmly stated
that anti-Polonism is “as dangerous as antisemitism” and the Polish state should react firmly in
such cases. “The Jews,” said Professor Polak, “have a number of organisations that defend their
good name, including the famous Anti-Defamation League. We have The Good Name Redoubt. The
Polish state should support such organisations and cooperate with them.” He also postulated that
certain procedures be introduced that would defend the good name of Poland and Poles against
similar attacks. For instance, the Polish government should monitor and publish a list of anti-Polish

statements in various media every month, and file lawsuits in the “most serious cases.”%?

A Do Rzeczy columnist was convinced that Gessen’s article was another attempt to attribute
responsibility for the Holocaust to Poles in order to make it easier for American Jews to affect the
restitution of property and financial compensation from Poland. He stated in a podcast published
on the website of this weekly that New York “is the centre of anti-Polish activities in the international
arena.” He also added: “In order to extract money from Poles under the guise of compensation for
the Holocaust [...] which is what a gang of New York extortionists called the World Jewish Congress
are trying to do, Poles must be blamed for the Holocaust.” He called Gessen’s article a “provocation”

and stated that its publication was no accident.'?3

Both of these right-wing media also reported that Gessen'’s article was inspired by Professor Jan
Grabowski, which was supposed to explain its anti-Polish content, because this is the attitude
attributed to Grabowski by the right.1?* However, they attempted to discredit Gessen primarily via
her gender identity, sexual orientation, personal life, views and family roots. They were described as
a “rainbow activist,” a “divorcee,” a “lesbian,” a “leftist,” an opponent of the institution of marriage,
a “non-binary person” who would like to popularise patterns of her own personal life in society.
Here are two brief examples of such rhetoric:

An LGBT activist, a non-binary lesbian and a divorcee. She brings up children with a second
“wife.” She makes plans to liquidate the institution of marriage. She hates Trump and
considers Poles to be a nation of antisemites and homophobes. Masha Gessen, the author
of the anti-Polish pasquil in The New Yorker, is the embodiment of the most stereotypical
ideas about extreme leftists.12°
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It is obvious that Gessen approached the difficult subject of the suffering of Jews in occupied
Poland in the same way she approached the problem of marriage. With a radical ideological

programme that aims to destroy the existing reality, without respecting historical facts, and

ultimately without respecting the basic postulates of common sense.12°

Looking at the family roots of Masha Gessen, readers of the wPolityce.pl portal were also informed
that both their grandmothers were communists and “worked for Stalin” — one in the NKVD and the
other one in censorship. It was a clear message to the audience — Gessen is the granddaughter of
Jewish communists.*?” All this was supposed to discredit them as a human being and the author of
the article, and above all, to rob them of their credibility.

Critics of Gessen’s article also instrumentally used the voice of a Holocaust survivor. They shared a
short TV footage previously presented on Polish public television (TVP), starring Edward Mosberg.
Dressed in a striped uniform, he made a short statement. He called the article published by The New
Yorker disgraceful and asked the editorial office to investigate the historical facts more carefully in the
future before publishing lies. He also said that only the Germans are responsible for the Holocaust,
they committed all the crimes, and the Poles do not bear any responsibility. He considered Gessen’s
entire article a lie and a shame for the editorial office that published it. Both editorial offices — Do
Rzeczy and wPolityce.pl — used the TV footage that was broadcast by various other Polish media as
an important and credible voice on the matter.*?2

The Polish right wing strongly praised the Polish authorities for their quick and decisive response,
especially Piotr Wilczek, the Polish ambassador to Washington. The latter not only approached The
New Yorker and demanded that they remove the article, but also invited Masha Gessen to visit
Auschwitz-Birkenau “to learn more about the Nazi German death camps, the Holocaust and the
millions of people murdered during World War 11.”12° On the other hand, the former director of the
Jewish Historical Institute, Professor Pawet Spiewak, was strongly criticised for defending Gessen in
an interview for sputniknews.com. Spiewak said the journalist’s words were misinterpreted because
the article was only about the policy of whitewashing Polish guilt towards Jews, which is actually
done by the Polish authorities. He also pointed out that Poles had overreacted to The New Yorker
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article. For right-wing journalists, Spiewak was subject to additional criticism because he gave the
interview to a pro-Russian outlet.*30

However, Masha Gessen'’s article outraged not only representatives of the Polish right and supporters
of the current government in Poland. The Auschwitz Museum and the Polish Centre for Holocaust
Research also issued statements. The director of the Auschwitz Museum, Dr. Piotr Cywinski, wrote
that Gessen’s article “contains so many lies and distortions that | find it a bit hard to believe that it
is a coincidence.” He also added: “Yes, there were cases of denunciation, collaboration, or outright
murders perpetrated by Poles. Nevertheless, such reckless fiddling with the fate of three million
victims can only arouse opposition.” He accused Masha Gessen of downplaying the role of the real
perpetrators of the Holocaust and commented: “A real journalist, a professional analyst, should

know that stating such lies [...] destroys the truth.”3!

A much more balanced statement was issued by the Polish Centre for Holocaust Research. Regarding
this one unfortunate sentence, it says:

This claim can be interpreted as an accusation that ethnic Poles or the Polish state are to
blame for the Holocaust. In all ongoing debates about Polish-Jewish relations during the
Holocaust — especially those about the degree of responsibility and participation of Poles
in denunciation or murdering of Jews — no one ever claimed or claims that Poles or the
state are responsible for the death of three million Jews. This is not only inconsistent with
historical facts, but simply a lie. In our opinion, this statement from the article in The New
Yorker should be rephrased for clarification.3?

Gessen’s text was also commented on in the liberal media. Dawid Warszawski of Gazeta Wyborcza
referred to it in his article “You Cannot Defend the Truth with a Lie.” He also complained about this
one sentence and wrote that “accusing Poles of responsibility for the Holocaust is incomparably
heavier than Poles denying any participation in it.” At the same time, Warszawski drew attention
to the completely inadequate reaction of the Polish authorities, which Gessen rightly accused of
Holocaust distortion.'33 The author of the text in The New Yorker was strongly defended by Adam
Szostkiewicz in the Polityka weekly. In his opinion, this one sentence should not raise any objections
in an unprejudiced reader who has good knowledge of English and the editorial methods of the
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American press. Moreover, he pointed out that the reactions to this article demonstrated that
“there is no climate for a matter-of-fact discussion of this tragic topic” in Poland.3*

The OKO.press portal played an important role in explaining the meaning of Gessen’s article and in
defending the journalist. Although the editors agreed with the opinion that this one sentence was
in fact poorly worded, they emphasised that it did not contain an unequivocal accusation against
Poles for the murder of three million Jews. The sentence can be interpreted in various ways, and
besides, it was clear from the entire article by Gessen that the author did not consider Poles to be
the perpetrators of the Holocaust. What the OKO.press editors found much more telling was the
fact that the Polish diplomatic service and the media dealt with the controversy over literally one
sentence from The New Yorker for several days. It was this exaggerated reaction that the editors
took as evidence of the intensity of emotion around the issue of Poles’ complicity in the Holocaust.
They also emphasised that Western public opinion is well informed of the propaganda campaign
conducted by the Polish authorities about the memory of the Holocaust, which Gessen aptly
described in her article.!3>

Masha Gessen also reacted to this backlash. In a statement published in Gazeta Wyborcza, the
journalist wrote:

I am all too aware of the controversy that has erupted in Poland in response to this article. By
“all too aware” | mean, among other things, a barrage of hate mail, including death threats,
that has been directed at me in the last couple of days. Most of the reactions seem to focus
on a single phrase concerning the Polish government’s “effort to exonerate Poland — both
ethnic Poles and the Polish state — of the deaths of three million Jews in Poland during the
Nazi occupation.” Contrary to the laws of both linguistics and logic, this sentence has been
interpreted as an assertion that Poles, or Poland, is responsible for the deaths of all three
million Jews killed on its land during the Holocaust. | said no such thing. Here is what | did say:
Three million Jews perished on the territory of occupied Poland during the Holocaust; some
ethnic Poles, and some structures of the pre-war Polish state, are implicated in some of the
deaths; in its efforts to clear Poles and Poland of any blame in any part of the Holocaust, the
government has gone so far as to quash intellectual inquiry.3°

Referring to the reactions to the article in The New Yorker, Gessen also added that they gave her
“barely a taste of the intellectual climate in which Polish historians of the Holocaust now live.”
They admitted that the most shocking reactions were those of various people and institutions,
especially the Auschwitz Museum, which interpreted her words against the rules of logic.'3’ Gessen
spoke about this in an interview for OKO.press, stressing that the statement by the director of the

134 Adam Szostkiewicz, “Spér o tekst ‘New Yorkera’. Mamy regres w debacie o Zagtadzie,” Polityka, March 30, 2021.

135 Adam Leszczynski, “Amerykanska dziennikarka naprawde oskarzyta Polakdw o zamordowanie 3 min Zydéw?
Wyjasniamy,” OKO.press, March 29, 2021.

136 Masha Gessen, “Nie twierdze, ze Polacy odpowiadajg za $mier¢ 3 min Zydéw,” Gazeta Wyborcza, March 29, 2021.

137 Ibid.


https://www.polityka.pl/tygodnikpolityka/swiat/2111023,1,spor-o-tekst-new-yorkera-mamy-regres-w-debacie-o-zagladzie.read
https://oko.press/oskarzyla-polakow-o-zamordowanie-3-mln-zydow-wyjasniamy/
https://oko.press/oskarzyla-polakow-o-zamordowanie-3-mln-zydow-wyjasniamy/
https://wyborcza.pl/alehistoria/7,121681,26929945,masha-gessen-nie-twierdze-ze-polacy-odpowiadaja-za-smierc.html?disableRedirects=true

76 Shifts in Holocaust Memory in Europe

Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum was particularly painful because it was made by a man whose task is to
care for and remember the Holocaust. Gessen also regretted that there was a sentence in the text
that could be misunderstood. “However, | think that reading this sentence in good faith leaves no
room for a misinterpretation,” they noted.'38 It was at the author’s request, and not at the request
of the Polish embassy in Washington, that the editors of The New Yorker changed the one sentence
that aroused such controversy. After the correction, it looks as follows: “Scholars face defamation
suits, and potential criminal charges, in the Polish government’s effort to exonerate the nation of
any role in the murders of three million Jews during the Nazi occupation.”13?

The hysteria surrounding Masha Gessen'’s article showed the effects of the historical policy and
defensive Holocaust denial that has been practiced in Poland for more than a decade. Were it not
for such a policy, that one sentence might not have attracted attention from across the ocean in the
pages of The New Yorker. At the same time, this tussle showed that Gessen touched a sensitive nerve
in Polish feelings and tensions related to the memory of the Holocaust. These, on the other hand,
have little to do with The New Yorker article, but with something much deeper —they are rooted in a
constantly suppressed past that still needs to be worked through.

2.2.4. Conclusion

Since the debate over the massacre in Jedwabne, a wave of Holocaust denial has developed in
Poland and for several years has circulated at the very centre of public discourse — not on the
periphery, but in the so-called mainstream. This denial is not about the claim that the Holocaust
did not happen or that the gas chambers did not exist: such a radical variant has never garnered
widespread acceptance in Poland due to the centrality to its national identity of the sacrifice during
the war years. The currently practiced Holocaust denial is based on the denial of various forms of
Polish complicity in the Holocaust and has been called Holocaust distortion. It is especially visible
in those countries where the Germans gained support in murdering Jews, which is later denied in
various ways. In Poland, the evidence of the scale of this complicity in the Holocaust only grows and
Holocaust distortion progresses alongside.

The Polish version of Holocaust distortion intensified when the Law and Justice party took power in
Poland in 2015 and continues to this day. This ruling party made historical policy the foundation of
its political programme: they defined its agenda at home and abroad and above all, institutionalized
it by establishing or supporting various institutes and museums involved in defending the “good
name” of Poland. The Law and Justice Party continues to try to subordinate pre-existing institutions
influencing the shape of Holocaust memory by appointing loyal implementers of its historical policy.
Examples include the appointment of the former Prime Minister Beata Szydto to the Council of the
Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum and Monika Krawczyk as the Director of the Jewish Historical
Institute. The POLIN Museum is also still of interest to the government’s personnel policy. However,
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the Institute of National Remembrance is definitely the most zealous institution subordinated to the
authorities in the implementation of its Holocaust remembrance policy.

To conclude, the main insights can be summarized as follows:

1.

Representatives of the state authorities take part in the ongoing process of Holocaust distortion.
They include the President, the Prime Minister, the Minister of National Education, the Minister
of Justice, the Minister of Culture and many other politicians holding important public offices
in Poland, as well as officials associated with the Institute of National Remembrance. The Polish
authorities are faithfully served by the right-wing media in the implementation of the historical
policy based on Holocaust distortion. Characteristically, when it comes to the problem of Poles’
complicity in the Holocaust, the right-wing media in Poland speak with one voice.

The dominant policy towards the memory of the Holocaust consists primarily in erasing the
problem of Poles” complicity in the Holocaust and emphasizing Polish heroism in saving Jews. In
this form, it perfectly serves national consolidation. The Polish Righteous Among the Nations
(or Poles rescuing Jews) serve as a handy retort to the problem of complicity in the Holocaust in
the right-wing discourse. They are used in various ways to cover up and whitewash the crimes
committed by Poles against Jews.

In the context of the results of the latest research on complicity in the Holocaust, an obsession
with Poles’ self-image abroad is conspicuous. The key question is what others will say about
Poland and the Poles. The fear hidden in this question dictates the historical policy in Poland.

A notable trope among Polish authorities and the right-wing media is to stress over and over
again that the crimes of the Holocaust were committed not by the Nazis but the Germans.
This repetition on the nationality of the perpetrators is directly related to the denial of Polish
complicity in the murder of Jews.

The authorities and public institutions subordinated to them, including the media, attack
independent researchers of the Holocaust in an increasingly aggressive manner. Currently, the
main target are researchers from the Polish Centre for Holocaust Research. The cases of the Paris
conference and the trial against Jan Grabowski and Barbara Engelking are exemplary in this sense.

The liberal and left-wing parties neglect the topic of memory politics. Opposition politicians rarely
comment on topics related to the whitewashing of Polish complicity in the Holocaust. The Law
and Justice party is therefore unrivalled in the arena of its historical policy. There are certainly
critical voices in the liberal and left-wing media against the historical policy implemented by the
Polish authorities, but these are lonely voices in the wilderness.

The historical policy on the Holocaust implemented in Poland for several years is significantly
affecting the collective memory of Poles, which has been reflected in the results of the latest
public surveys presented in this chapter. More broadly, the historical policy determines the
framework of discussion on the Holocaust and makes it almost impossible to honestly confront
the difficult past.

Antisemitic content is present in the mainstream of Polish public discourse, most often in the
form of the Judeo-Communist stereotype but not only. A strong tendency to equate antisemitism
with “anti-Polonism” is present in right-wing discourse. This rhetorical linguistic figure itself
comes from the antisemitic repertoire and its task is to counterbalance antisemitism. “Anti-
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Polonism” is most often attributed to Jews from Israel and the USA. At the same time, leading
politicians, public officials and right-wing journalists downplay or outright deny the problem of
antisemitism in Poland. They attribute it to the West — mainly to Germany and France.

9. Finally, Polish authorities disregard international institutions dealing with the remembrance of
the Holocaust. Their statements, letters and appeals are ignored in Poland and interpreted as
attempts at foreign interference. This also applies to IHRA.
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2.3. The Shifting Holocaust Memory in Hungary4°

2.3.1. Introduction: the evolution of Holocaust memory in Hungary

Holocaust memory in Hungary has evolved in different stages: an intense first period from 1945-
1948; from the beginning of Communism in 1948 until the regime change in 1989 and a third period
from the 1989 transition onwards, which actually signified a new period in memorization. According
to Mdnika Kovacs (2016a), two kinds of official remembrance have existed simultaneously in Hungary
in the last few decades: a global and a local one. In this analysis, | explore the parallel existence
of these two types of remembrance practice through different discursive events. | identify two
key themes that determine the discourse around Holocaust memory in the period under analysis:
“remembrance” and “protection.” “Remembrance” appears in almost every discursive act. Speakers
highlight the need to remember the Holocaust, though the reasons why Hungarians must remember
vary greatly as will be shown in the analysis. One of the reasons is related to the other key theme
of the analysis — “protection.” This refers to the protection needed by the Jewish community from
certain types of dangers — from the distortion of Holocaust memory to the danger some “out-
groups” pose for the Jewish community.

During the short period of political freedom between 1945 and 1948, some public discussion
of WWII and the Holocaust was initiated, mainly prompted by several literary pieces that were
published during that time (Jablonczay 2019). By 1948, these discussions had almost entirely ceased.
Under the newly established Communist regime the topic of the Holocaust was engulfed by an
almost complete silence. According to Randolph L. Braham (2015), the Communist Party suppressed
discussion of the Holocaust due to a simple political calculation: they sought the support of those
who took over the property of the murdered and who were afraid that they would have to return
it if the issue was discussed in the public sphere. Presumably due to this taboo, for a long time
historians also ignored questions about the fate of Hungarian Jews. A good example of this tendency
was the chapter on WWII in the 1964 Marxist edition of the book “History of Hungary,” which had
only 21 lines about the deportation of the entire Jewish community from the countryside in 1944
(Gyani 2016). Moreover, when historians did write about this historical period, they mostly followed
the official narrative that focused on the “anti-fascist” struggle against the Nazis, which collapsed
together the Jewish and the majority Hungarian perspectives. In the field of visual art, especially
in the case of public monuments, the same “anti-fascist” approach was dominant, although one
cannot ignore some exceptions in the field of visual art and literature that did not follow the official
narrative (Szécsényi 2017).

In the 1960s, two important memorials were installed by the Communist regime to remember
Hungarian victims: one in Mauthausen and another one in Auschwitz. Both aimed to illustrate the
“fight against Fascism” (Véri 2018). This “anti-fascist” narrative of Holocaust remembrance served

140 This chapter is written by Anikd Félix. Translations from Hungarian are by Félix unless the texts were available in
English.
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the political needs of the socialist leadership and was often accompanied by a relatively strong anti-
Zionist narrative (Szécsényi 2017).

The 1970s signalled a new period, when memoirs of survivors began to be published in relatively large
numbers. This tendency increased even more throughout the 1980s. Although historical research
on the Holocaust remained very limited, this period saw the launch of sociological and psychological
research. One such study was conducted under the leadership of the psychologist Ferenc Erés and
focused on second generation descendants of Holocaust survivors. Using a variety of interview
techniques, the study tried to uncover what it meant to grow up under Communism in a family that
experienced persecution in the Holocaust, and how that influenced perceptions of Jewish roots and
identity (Erds 2017, 1). This was the first academic attempt to “break the silence” around the topic,
and even though it did not significantly alter the public discourse, it created research material that
is still crucial in understanding the unique circumstances of second-generation Holocaust survivors
who grew up in the years of silence and taboo.

The first monumental historical work on the Holocaust in Hungary was written by Randolph L.
Braham. His book was published in 1981 in the United States but was only translated into Hungarian
in 1988. The translation enabled a serious academic debate about the Holocaust to begin in
Hungary (Gyani 2016). From the 1980s onwards, public statues were installed, though most were to
commemorate the rescuers. Among others, a sculpture in honour of Raoul Wallenberg and Carl Lutz
was built in Budapest. However, as Gyani (2016) pointed out, this form of remembrance was still
ignoring the victims. It was only after the democratic transition in 1989 that the victims also started
to appear both “physically” in the public monuments and in the public discourse.

After the communist regime collapsed, the institutionalization of Holocaust remembrance began
(Kovacs 2016b). This was part of a process that Kovacs has termed the adoption of a global
Holocaust remembrance. In practice this adoption meant the organization of commemorative
events, exhibitions and “desirable speeches” that are “expected” or even required by “the Western
world.” For the new democracies in Central and Eastern Europe these actions seemed to be essential
in order to be accepted by the West (Kovacs 2016a). Around the turn of the millennium, several
significant steps were taken as part of this “adoption.” From the year 2000 onwards, April 16 — the
date when the first ghettoes were established in Hungary in 1944 — became the Memorial Day
for the Hungarian Victims of the Holocaust. On the 60t anniversary in 2004-2005, the Holocaust
Memorial Centre was established. In 2005, the Shoes on the Danube Bank memorial, designed
by the sculptor Gyula Pauer and the film director Can Togay, was installed on the Eastern bank
of the Danube River. The memorial contained a deep message for future generations: the shoes
were made from copper, therefore corroding in case of a flood. Hence it remains the choice of the
descendants to take care of the memorial or let it vanish.'#!

Within a few years, Hungary joined almost all international declarations and bodies dealing with
Holocaust remembrance. It was also around that time that it became more widely known that
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Hungarian Jews formed the biggest subgroup in Auschwitz-Birkenau. However, as Laczd (2019)
pointed out, this was not accompanied by acknowledgement of Hungarian cooperation in the
Holocaust. This was the period when the pro-European, liberal parties started emphasizing the
importance of facing history. Germany was the “good example” in this respect, where according to
this narrative the “memory work” has been accomplished (speaking of West-Germany, of course)
(Laczé 2019). Apart from these concrete steps, politicians in power occasionally gave speeches
that partly or fully acknowledged Hungarian responsibility in the Holocaust. While many included
apologies for the trauma of the victims, the average reaction from victim groups was that these
apologies were dishonest and served political goals, and that they were meant mostly for the
“outside” world. They did not therefore signify reconciliation (Kovacs 2016b).

The hesitancy of the victim groups in accepting these apologies might at least partly relate to what
Kovacs calls a local form of remembrance (or non-remembrance) that began to emerge around the
regime change, almost simultaneously to the adoption of global remembrance norms. This kind of
remembrance has two forms: the lack of acknowledgement or the minimization of the responsibility
of the Hungarian nation in the Holocaust, on the one hand, and the portrayal of the Hungarian
nation purely as a victim of Nazi Germany, on the other (Kovacs 2016b, 50). Furthermore, according
to the national Hungarian victimhood discourse (Kovacs & Mindler-Steiner 2015, 54), victim identity
is extended not only to the Trianon Peace Treaty at the end of the First World War, in which Hungary
lost two-third of its territory, but to the entire course of Hungarian history. As part of this discourse,
different victim positions are often compared and pitted against each other. Among these Trianon
has been chosen as the main “victim narrative” event by most of the Hungarian people (Kovacs
2015). The national victimhood discourse has been codified in the new Hungarian constitution
called the Basic Law in 2011, which states that Hungary had no autonomy from March 19, 1944 (the
Nazi occupation) until May 2, 1990 (the first free elections) (Kovacs 2016b, 50).

This type of “local remembrance” and victimhood narrative resonates well with the attitudes of
Hungarian society as a whole. According to a survey conducted in 2006, people mostly blame the
Germans for the Holocaust (86%), as well as the members and supporters of the historical Arrow
Cross Party called “nyilasok” (79%); and while the majority think that the Hungarian government was
also responsible (85%), only a small percentage of respondents think that the Hungarian population
was also guilty (15%) (ibid., 81).

Shortly after the Holocaust Memorial Day was declared, a memorial day for the victims of Communism
was also established. Similarly, when the plan for the Holocaust Memorial Centre was announced,
the House of Terror museum had already opened its doors (Kovacs & Mindler-Steiner 2015, 55).
Officially the House of Terror commemorates both the victims of the Holocaust and Communism,
but in reality, its exhibitions deal almost exclusively with the terror of the Communist regime. The
culmination of this dual remembrance was the 70" anniversary of the Holocaust in 2014, which the
government named Holocaust Memorial Year; and the year after when Hungary was the chair of
the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance. During these two years many commemorations
took place, as well as memorial projects, publications and the establishment of the Memorial to the
Child Victims of the Holocaust — European Education Centre, commonly referred to as the House of
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Fates was announced (ibid., 56). The House of Fates project, however, created tensions both at the
national and international levels from the outset. One of the critiques revolved around the name of
the institution, which somehow suggests that it was the child victims’ “fate” to be murdered, not a
conscious decision of the perpetrators. Others were against the then leader of the project, Maria
Schmidt, who is also the director of the House of Terror and the “chief historian” of the current
regime (ibid.). The third serious concern was that — based on a previously published version of the
plans — the exhibition was to focus only on the period until 1938, thus eliminating the period of
the Hungarian authorities’ responsibility. Both the Jewish Federation and some international Jewish
organizations protested against this.

In the same year, the government introduced a plan to install a monument to remember “all victims
of the German occupation.” The intention was to portray the entire Hungarian nation as the victim
of the Nazi occupation. This approach rewrites the historical fact that Hungary was an ally of Nazi
Germany until the very last moment and therefore also neglects the willing cooperation of the
Hungarian administration in the Holocaust. Due to the controversies around the memorial year, the
Federation of Hungarian Jewish Communities (Mazsihisz) decided to boycott it and conditioned its
participation on, among other things, the cancellation of the planed monument (ibid., 57). These
conditions were not accepted and the Federation did not participate in the memorial year.

The Monument of the German Occupation at Liberty Square was installed in 2014 and despite
the criticism it received from academics and the international public it still stands at the heart of
Budapest. The circumstances of the installation reflect the controversies around the monument,
as it was installed overnight and has not been officially inaugurated until this day. As a reaction to
the monument, members of civil society organizations and “ordinary” people started to create a
counter-memorial in front of it by putting their own family memories there. Their actions can be
understood as a rejection of the official government-led remembrance by countering it with their
own memories (Kovacs 2016b, 50), but also as acts of civil courage that have not often been seen in
Hungarian society since the regime change. The abovementioned counter-memorial became known
as the Living Memorial and it remains in front of the official monument, but it also exists as an
initiative that organizes debates and roundtable discussions around the topic of memory politics. As
Pet§ (2014) and Erds (2017) also pointed out, besides the Living Memorial an online initiative was also
set up, a Facebook group called “The Holocaust and My Family.” The aim of the group is to share and
discuss personal family stories and to create a memory community as well as a counternarrative to
the official memory politics that tries to minimize Hungarian responsibility (Erés 2017, 39). Overall,
one can conclude that the memorial year was not a successfully implemented project. As Andrea
Petd pointed out, it did not lead to a convergence but rather to further “polarisation of different
memory cultures present in Hungary” (Peté 2014).

Hungary’s chairing of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) led again to a
special focus on the topic. Under Hungary’s directorship, the IHRA made sure that the European
Union would not restrict access to the archives related to the Holocaust due to the General Data
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Protection Regulation (GDPR).'? The House of Fates remains one of the crucial topics in relation to
memory politics about the Holocaust in Hungary. The opening of the museum is still pending.

Another recurring topic in official memory politics is the glorification of certain intellectuals and
politicians who directly or indirectly took part in the Holocaust. This is embodied in the installation
of sculptures of these historical figures and also by their insertion into the national curriculum as
part of the Hungarian literature course. Some were once members of the Hungarian Arrow Cross
Party or even convicted criminals (Félix 2021).

To conclude, as Gyani (2012) pointed out, the Holocaust is still not commemorated nationally. This
is partly due to the fact that it is still discussed as the trauma of the Jewish people and not of the
entire nation. Relatedly, the simultaneous existence of both the “local” and the “global” forms of
remembrance shape Holocaust consciousness in Hungary and influence issues of responsibility.

2.3.2. Sources and methodology

In the choice of discursive events three types of topics were distinguished. We defined some topics
that were related to specific events in the examined period. A subtype of this kind is those events
that take place every year (returners), while there are some events that happen once in a lifetime
(day flies). Apart from these, there are some topics that do not relate to any specific event but can
be connected to any of the previous events and, though perhaps to a different extent, they are part
of the mainstream political discourse during the whole examined period (evergreens) (Fokasz &
Kopper 2009). The events analysed in this chapter were divided as follows:

Returners: January 27: International Holocaust Memorial Day; February 11: “Breakout” tour
organized at the Memorial of the “Breakout” in Budapest by far-right organizations, to commemorate
an attempt by German and Hungarian soldiers to break out of Buda Castle besieged by the Soviet
Red Army on February 11, 1945.

Day flies: February—May 2020: Debate on the National Curriculum (NAT); February—May 2020: Turul
statue in the 12t district.

Evergreens: Debates over collaboration with the Nazis during the Holocaust/WW!II; Debates on
Trianon and the Hungarian Soviet Republic; Places of remembrance: Museums related to memory
politics; Memorial of the “Breakout”; Soros and the “background” power.

The analysis covers three types of texts: first, relevant speeches of politicians who significantly
influence the public discourse from across the political spectrum, from the far right to the left-liberal
parties. Second, official statements and parliamentary speeches. Certain speeches are not available
in full and for opposition parties it is even more challenging to access full speeches. Therefore, the
analysed texts are often public statements and/or politicians’ posts on social media. The number

142 “IHRA Concludes Plenary Meetings,” International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, November 5, 2015.
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of the relevant available parliamentary speeches and debates is also quite small; they are discussed
together with speeches given outside the Parliament.

The third genre of texts are articles in different media outlets. Three media outlets antagonistic
to the government were chosen. The first one is index.hu, which was the most read online news
platform in 2020.143 Index.hu received a new, pro-government leadership during the examined
period and almost the whole journalist team changed. The portal thereby became less independent.
Yet if we look at the whole period, it is still worth including it as an oppositional media outlet. The
second oppositional media outlet is 444.hu, which can be considered rather liberal. Meanwhile,
the third platform, mérce.hu, is more left-wing, sometimes labelled as far left. It is also important
to note that even if mérce.hu has some articles that are more critical towards Israel and some that
question the antisemitism in the UK Labour Party, its left-wing character is not as radical as some
western European media outlets and intellectual circles when it comes to the question of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Among the pro-government news platforms we chose the largest one,
Magyar Nemzet. As early as the pilot phase we already noticed an “additional function” of this news
platform whereby the main arguments in the speeches of politicians from the governing parties are
“explained” in more detail in the articles. We used it as an additional source to understand right-
wing narratives on certain discursive events.

The far-right news platform that we investigated was the kuruc.info portal. It is an extremely
antisemitic and racist news site with direct connections to the largest far-right party, Our Homeland
Movement (Mi Hazank Mozgalom). It publishes regular columns such as “Jew crime” (zsidéb(indzés),
“Gypsy crime” (cigdnyb(lintzés) and “Holo-hoax” (Holokamu). It shares the anti-Soros sentiments of
the mainstream right-wing narrative and there are many articles that align with the government’s
anti-liberal rhetoric (regarding gender, migration, and social policies). Kuruc.info is sharply anti-Israel
in an unquestionably antisemitic way and is against the governments’ pro-Israel stance and the
activities that support Jewish communities. It isimportant to note that due to political circumstances,
Hungarian media is hugely unbalanced, with overrepresentation of the media outlets that are more
pro-government. Both the number and the resources of oppositional publications are much more
limited. This means that opposition politicians have fewer opportunities to speak to the public than
politicians from the governing parties.

We searched for different keywords in different combinations in all media outlets. It must be noted
that the keywords are not mutually exclusive. One article can be linked to more than one keyword
search (See Table 1).

It is quite evident that Magyar Nemzet dealt with all topics the most during the examined period.
The words “antisemitism” and “antisemite” occurred more than double the number of times in the
columns of Magyar Nemzet than in any left-liberal news outlet. The only topic that was less “popular”
in the right-wing portal is the House of Fates project, which as the analysis shows, is a sensitive topic
for the government as well as for the strongly pro-government Magyar Nemzet.

143 “Legolvasottabb hirportédlok és weboldalak listdja (2020-ban),” The Pitch, May 6, 2019.
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Altogether 42 speeches were selected, including parliamentary debates (mostly speeches) and
social media posts by politicians, 5 official party statements and 80 articles from the selected media
outlets.

Table 1: Keywords in Hungary media search

Mérce 444 Index Magyar Nemzet Kuruc.info
Holocaust + WW I 8 18 40 89 64
Holocaust + education 4 2 20 28 11
Holocaust + memorial 8 3 26 62 9
Holocaust + antisemitism 6 23 32 112 80
Holocaust + Jews 15 72 98 249 204
Shoah + Jews 3 4 8 13
Genocide + Jews 46 8 13 28 17
Nazis + Jews 20 74 172 294 137
Antisemite 13 220 220 555 362
Antisemitism 112 115 190 452 262
Holocaust + Auschwitz 11 12 46 81 35
Holocaust + Never Again 7 5 3 23 18
Holocaust + Muslim 9 4 6 24 25
Holocaust + Islam 7 1 2 17 13
Holocaust + immigration 7 1 1 23 22
Holocaust + immigrants 12 4 19 8
Holocaust + migrant 11 1 5 20 7
Holocaust + Israel 27 18 44 107 86
Holocaust+ Corona/Covid 7 8 1 34 29
Holocaust + BDS 1 8
Holocaust + Apartheid 2
Holocaust + IHRA 1 1 4 7
Holocaust + Soros 18 24 11 32 8
Holocaust + National Educational Curriculum 1 1 1 5 1
Holocaust + Soros plan 2 1 1 8
Holocaust + Holocaust Museum of Budapest 1 1 2 5 4
Holocaust + House of Fates 6 10 3 5
Holohaux 1 3 2 24
Hollokoszt/same in English
Holoindustry 4
Holobuiseness 3
Holotrain
Holomemorial Day 7
Jews + education 60 6 53 111 27
Jews + memorial 66 33 152 18
Jews + refugees 51 19 29 62 44

Jews + Auschwitz 30 13 58 81 35
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Mérce 444 Index Magyar Nemzet Kuruc.info
Jews + Never Again 67 10 13 44 27
Jews + Islam 23 16 60 153 92
Jews + immigrants 36 1 41 74 15
Jews + refugees 52 19 29 62 44
Jews + Corona/Covid 20 30 68 138 168
Jews + Israel 27 70 260 452 172
Jews + BDS 1 1 2 9 441
Jews + Apartheid 11 4 9 14
Jews + [HRA 1 1 4 7
Jews + Soros 6 41 42 129 92
Jews + Soros plan 1 5 4 3 6
Jews + background power 8 3 5 2 4
Jews + anti-white 2 2 35
Jews + anti-immigrant 5 27 1
Jews + multiculturalism 5 2 19 19
Jews + Islamization 1 11 2
Jews + migrant fondler 3 5
Jews + n**** fondler 1
Jews + Breakout tour 20 1 2
Jews + House of Fates 3 4 S 4 6
Jews + Holocaust Museum of Budapest 1 1 1 6
International Holocaust Remembrance Day 9 3 14 15 14
Hungarian Holocaust Remembrance Day 4 1 8 32 11
Jews + National Educational Curriculum 4 2 3 11 B
Jews + Maccabi 2 8 7 39 32
Defense of the Christian-Jewish culture 5 11 5 1 7
Defense of the Jewish culture 45 28 6 21 12
Defense of the Christian culture 62 56 30 105 29

2.3.3. Findings and analysis

Holocaust remembrance days

Apart from the International Holocaust Remembrance Day (January 27), there are several other

Holocaust memorial days when commemorations and speeches take place: Memorial Day of the

Hungarian Victims of the Holocaust (April 16), the Liberation of the Budapest Ghetto (January 18),

the Roma Resistance Day (May 16), and the International Memorial Day of the Roma Holocaust

(August 2), Israeli Memorial Day — Yom HaShoah (April 17).

144

144 Although there are speeches on Yom HaShoah only occasionally. “Orban, Kardcsony és Varga is megemlékezett
a holokauszt emléknapon,” Neokohn, April 8, 2021.
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One of the recurring themes in public speeches by politicians around remembrance days is the
representation of the Holocaust as part of Hungarian history, indeed as one of its biggest tragedies.
In 2019, Gergely Gulyas, the Minister heading the Prime Minister’s Office, talked about the loss
that Hungary and eventually the whole continent experienced following the Holocaust: “This loss
does not only belong to the Jewish people, but to the entire European community. Similarly, the
Hungarian Jews’ loss is the loss of the entire Hungarian nation as well. [...] A loss that belittled the
history of the eldest continent and the thousand-years long history of Hungary by allowing this to

happen.”14°

Often, these speeches also contain an acknowledgment of the responsibility of the Hungarian state
and the willing cooperation of the Hungarian administration in the victimization of the Jews. This
was the case in the above quoted speech of Gulyds too. However, at the same time, he rejected the
notion of a collective guilt of the Hungarian people:

Itis true that the increased antisemitism of the 1930s involved Hungary and the Hungarians as
well, which materialized inthe Hungarian Jewry’s unacceptable and disgraceful discrimination.
It is also factually correct that Hungarian Jewry was taken in large numbers from all over the
country to the death camps after the German annexation on 19" March 1944. And it is
also true that Hungarian Jewry’s organised coercion in large numbers would not have been
possible without the Hungarian public administration’s active participation. The Hungarian
state, hence, is responsible because it did not protect its own citizens. Moreover, there were
a significant number of civil servants who verbally, physically or due to malpractice became
accomplices to the coercion of our fellow Jewish compatriots. There is no such thing as
collective guilt, but there is state responsibility.

This argumentation about responsibility is in line with the dominant opinion based on the survey
mentioned above: “we” as Hungarians are not responsible collectively, “only” the Hungarian state
and the administration (Kovacs 2016b, 81).

Based on the database of the Hungarian Parliament, during the three years studied, only one speech
was held in the Hungarian Assembly that directly related to the International Holocaust Memorial
Day; it was by Istvan Simicskd from the governing Christian Democrats in 2020. The almost total lack
of such speeches suggests that the Hungarian Assembly is not the main forum of discourse about
the Holocaust. Simicské was part of Hungary’s Delegation to Auschwitz on the 75" anniversary
and in his speech he “summarized” his visit to his fellow MPs. The themes included the “Hungarian
tragedy” and the support of the Hungarian administration during the deportation process. He also
talked about the protection of all minorities as a principle of the Hungarian government, touching
on the “protection” key theme:

145 “A magyar allamot felel6sség terheli, amiért nem védte meg allampolgarait,” Fidesz, and “A magyar allamot
felelGsség terheli, amiért nem védte meg allampolgérait,” Népszava, January 27, 2019.
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| believe that all Hungarian citizens are safe in Hungary today. It is important that such a
tragedy and such discrimination, such disadvantageous discrimination will never take place,
as in the twentieth century. The Hungarian government still guarantees the safety of all
minorities and all our citizens. | hope this will be the case for a very, very long time.4®

The mayor of Budapest, Gergely Karacsony also wrote explicitly in his 2020 Facebook post that the
Holocaust is “our national tragedy. In a painfully big portion, it was committed by us.”1#/ Over the
two years his posts mentioned two artists (a photographer and a writer) who perished during the
Holocaust, both were from Budapest.148

In his 2020 Facebook post, the president of the largest oppositional party, Ferenc Gyurcsany
also touched on the “biggest tragedy” theme and the responsibility of the wartime Hungarian
administration. However, in contrast to Gulyds he also mentioned some kind of collective
responsibility when he wrote: “Not only Horthy and his government, not only the state and the
administration, but the thousands of ordinary people [were responsible].”14°

In general, the fact that politicians acknowledge the assistance of the Hungarian people in the
Holocaust in their official speeches is something that should be recognized as a great step forward:
it was not emphasized as much in previous decades. However, while the governing right-wing
politicians talk about the authorities’ responsibility, politicians of the left-wing opposition highlight
the assistance of “ordinary” people as well.

Another typical theme of the public speeches held during the Holocaust memorial days is the co-
mentioning of the Holocaust with other tragedies, usually with the victims of Communism. In his
already mentioned speech, Gulyds made comparisons between the “two totalitarian dictatorships™

The two totalitarian dictatorships of the previous century have both rejected the Jewish-
Christian culture and instead built themselves upon the promise of the utopia of an earthly
paradise. This was National Socialism, which targeted Jewry as the enemy on a racial basis
and set the goal of extermination. And there was international Socialism which sought to
first exterminate anti-classism, and next the enemies of Bolshevik power, also with some
degree of antisemitism.

With this argument he “incorporates” Jewish culture as an opposite of both National Socialism and
“international” Socialism, both of which have the same logic against their enemies and ultimately
both were antisemitic. He therefore equates the threat that the two dictatorships posed to the
Jewish people. Gulyds also drew a connection between these dictatorships and their oppositional

146 Istvan Simicskd, “ny200217. A holokauszt nemzetkdzi emléknapjanak 75. évforduldja alkalmabdol megtartott
auschwitzi megemlékezés beszamoldja”

147 Karacsony Gergely — facebook, January 27, 2021.

148 Karacsony Gergely —facebook, January 27, 2019; Karacsony Gergely — facebook, January 27, 2020.

149 Gyurcsany Ferenc —facebook, January 27, 2020.
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stance to Jewish-Christian culture in another part of his speech: “It is true that the Holocaust
happened within Western civilization, but its origins do not lie in the same Western civilization. In
fact, the Holocaust, as well as the Gulag, was the consequence of the rejection and betrayal of the
ideology, which the Western, Jewish-Christian civilization rests on.”

In 2019, on the occasion of the Hungarian Holocaust Memorial Day, Miklés Kasler,1°° then Minister
of Human Capacities, talked about the “two bloody dictatorships” that ruined the lives of millions
in the twentieth century. It is also symbolic that he held this speech in front of the House of Terror,
in which the exhibition builds on the same “comparative/co-mentioning” narrative as discussed in
the introduction. Csaba Latorcai, then Deputy State Secretary for Priority Social Affairs of the Prime
Minister’s Office also spoke about the “dictatorships of the twentieth century” in his speech at the
commemoration held at the Holocaust Documentary Centre on International Holocaust Memorial
Day in 2020.%°* Notably, this type of “co-mentioning technique” does not appear significantly in the
speeches of the left-liberal opposition.

Another recurring theme in these speeches is the safety and vitality of the Hungarian Jewish
population, to which a variety of meanings are attached. In his above-mentioned speech in 2019
Secretary Gulyas formulated it in the following way while combining the two key themes, “protection”
and “remembrance”:

The Hungarian government is proud that currently here, in the capital city, there is a thriving
cultural and religious life, in which Jewish and non-Jewish Hungarians can live together
safely. Among the Hungarian government and among the authorities there is no tolerance
and there cannot be any tolerance for antisemitic acts. Hungary has learnt from the past;
hence, we must plan and attain the future with the Hungarian Jewry.

In 2020, Judit Varga, the Minister of Justice, who participated in the commemoration in Auschwitz-
Birkenau as part of the Hungarian delegation,’? gave a speech quoted by many media outlets.
Although the whole speech is not available, the main parts were highlighted by the media. Similarly
to Gulyas, she mentioned that “the second biggest Jewish community in Europe lives here in peace
and safety more than anywhere else in Europe” and spoke of the declared zero tolerance for
antisemitism, '3 as well as the prohibition on Holocaust denial.>* She also talked about Hungary’s
tenure as chair of IHRA: “It was an important achievement for us, that during Hungary’s 2015-
2016 presidency of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) we succeeded in
making sure that the European Union’s new data protection regulation would not restrict access

150 “Megemlékezés a holokauszt magyarorszagi aldozatainak emléknapja alkalmabdl,” Origo, April 14, 2014.

151 “Latorcai Csaba: Rajtunk all, tanulunk-e a multbdl,” Magyar Nemzet, January 27, 2020.

152 She also posted about the visit on her Facebook page.

153 “A  Nemzetkodzi Holokauszt Megemlékezési Szovetség keretében kidolgozott antiszemitizmus-definicid
alkalmazasanak el6mozditasarol,” Magyar K6zIény, January 27, 2020.

154 “Varga Judit: a kormany semmiféle antiszemitizmust nem tdir,” Magyar Narancs, January 21, 2020.
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to Holocaust archives.” This part of her speech is in line with the “global remembrance” practice.
In relation to the “protection” theme, she named those from whom the Jewish population should
be protected. In the speeches by the governing coalition’s politicians, they tended to emphasize
the idea that there are some dangers outside the country such as immigrants and there are some
internal dangers such as the oppositional parties who made a coalition for the elections with the
“far-right Jobbik party.” A good example is the official statement released by the governing party
Fidesz on Memorial Day in 2019:

We thought that this could never happen again. However, currently there are a lot of Jews
who live in fear in Western Europe because antisemitism has been allowed into the continent
along with the massive wave of immigration.’® Those who are allowing massive waves of
antisemitic immigrants into Europe and those Hungarian opposition parties who are open
to building a coalition with antisemitic, extremist forces, in the hope of taking power, are
committing a historical crime. The encouragement of antisemitism in Europe and Hungary
is unacceptable.r>®

The same message was repeated by the governing party on April 16, 2019, by saying that “encouraging
antisemitism is unacceptable.”1’ It similarly refers to the current danger theme that immigrants
present in Europe, and in Hungary by the coalition of the left-liberal parties and Jobbik.

The protection of “Jewish-Christian civilization” also appears in the speeches. Then State Secretary
Szabolcs Takacs, talked in an interview on April 16, 2019, about the danger antisemitism posed
to Jewish-Christian culture and declared zero tolerance for antisemitism.>® In Gulyds’ speech, the
Jewish-Christian culture is framed in opposition to the dictatorial regimes of the twentieth century:
“On the contrary, the Jewish and Christian religions share the belief that the Creator built humankind
in his own image. Therefore, the Jewish-Christian moral teaching views life and human dignity as
sacred, unique and unrepeatable. This is what lives on in the secularized form of the fundamental
human rights original declaration.”

In 2020 secretary Latoricai also emphasized the security and well-being of Hungarian Jewry. Similarly
to Gulyas, he spoke about the danger to Jewish-Christian civilization caused by the “path that Europe
is planning to take.” He added:

If we do not coalesce and stop this process on time, then this world may experience the
consequences of a state, similar to the twentieth century’s godless dictatorships, which

155 Here they are referring to the 2015 refugee crisis, when thousands of refugees arrived in Europe mostly from
Syria and Afghanistan.

156 Mark Herczeg, “Fidesz: Elfogadhatatlan batoritani az antiszemitizmust,” 444.hu, January 27, 2019.
157 Ibid.

158 “Takacs Szabolcs: Zsid6 honfitarsaink tragédidja az egyik legsulyosabb teher a térténelemben,” Magyar Nemzet,
April 14, 2019.
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rejects the self-determination of nations and seeks to destroy their religious roots. Moreover,

it pushes the continent to a road of cultural self-surrender.>®

In 2021, prime minister Viktor Orban wrote a letter to the president of the World Jewish Congress,
Ronald S. Lauder, in which he touched upon almost all the themes mentioned above. He emphasized
that Hungarians have reached the desired conclusions from a dark chapter of Hungarian history and
mentioned the declared “zero tolerance” for antisemitism.'®% That same year, an official statement
was released again but by the European Parliament faction of Fidesz and the Christian Democrats. It
also mentioned the zero-tolerance policy, as well as the rejection of those who make coalitions with
people who hold anti-Roma and antisemitic views, referring to the oppositional left-wing parties’
collaboration with Jobbik.*6*

From the opposition, the mayor of Budapest posted a message on April 16, 2020 and in January
2021 about the importance of cooperation instead of division:

We must make it clear, facing each other, in our every-day actions that compassion,
fellowship and trust is stronger than stigmatization and division. That our differences make
us stronger, not weaker. And we are strengthening the nation, we are strengthening our city,
which interlocks us in a special fate community. This requires courage and perhaps power as

well. Because those who divide a community are not strong. Real power lies in being able to

bring together and unite communities, while respecting the differences.6?

An interesting commonality of the above analysed speeches is that there is no mention of other
victim groups, only the Jewish victims. Another strong commonality of the texts is that they all
refer to the Holocaust as part of Hungarian history. The main difference between the speeches
of governing parties’ politicians and the opposition is that the governing actors make direct
connections to the current political and sociological circumstances while the opposition make only
indirect references. There are no major differences content-wise between the speeches held at the
International Memorial Days and the Hungarian Holocaust Memorial Days.

Interms of articles in the main Hungarian media outlets, both in 2020 and 2021 there were descriptive
articles in Magyar Nemzet, in which facts about the Holocaust were presented but without mentioning
Hungarian responsibility. In 2021 one article included reference to governor Horthy wanting to stop

159 “Latorcai Csaba: Rajtunk all, tanulunk-e a multbdl,” Magyar Nemzet, January 27, 2020.

160 Krisztina Balogh, “Orban Viktor: Magyarorszag levonta a megfelel§ tanulsdgokat a magyar torténelem sotét
fejezetébdl,” Index.hu, January 27, 2021, The prime minister posted the letter itself on his Facebook page: Orban
Viktor, Facebook, January 27, 2021.

161 “Emlékezés a holokauszt nemzetkdzi emléknapjan,” Deutsch Tamds, January 27, 2021.

162 Karacsony Gergely — facebook, January 27, 2021.
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the deportation.'®3 In 2020, Orban’s visit to Auschwitz®* and in 2021 Orban’s letter to Lauder were
also included in these articles.®>

Index also summarized the speeches of the officials, Gulyds’ 2019 speech®® and the letter of the
prime minister to Mr. Lauder in 2021.1%7 Both in 2019 and in 2020, on the Hungarian Holocaust
Memorial Day, a “popular science” article was published from the same author, a historian. The
two articles are about the myths and truths around the Holocaust, including the “myth” that
Hungarians did not take part in the Holocaust.*®® Mérce also uses the “voice of the experts” when
another historian published an article in 2020 about Auschwitz, the legacy of the Holocaust and its
effect on the remembrance of the Holocaust, shedding light on the other victim groups.'®® On the
2021 memorial day an academic debate series was launched by the same historian entitled “From
Genocide to the People’s Court,” focusing on the perpetrators of the Holocaust. It included twenty
articles by experts and was published from December 2020 to April 2021. It followed another
debate series entitled “Victimhood and Decolonization,” which discussed the current debates on
colonization in the context of and comparison with the Holocaust (July 2020-January 2021) and in
which the writer of this essay also participated.?’®

444.hu also mentioned the officials’ speeches. In addition, the portal created a documentary movie
on a statue in the 12t district of Budapest and the bloody local history of the Holocaust behind it,
which premiered on International Holocaust Memorial Day in 2021 (on this documentary see more
below).1’?

The far-right Kuruc.info discussed the memorial days under the “Holohoax” topic. In 2019 the speech
of Gulyds was shared almost the same way as in the other journals. The only difference was that it
sarcastically framed it as the “so-called Holocaust.”*’? This reflects a general pattern in the case of
articles that discuss topics related to the Jewish community: they cite the official news, usually taken

163 “Masodpercek alatt dontottek életrdl, haldlrél — A holokauszt dldozataira emlékezink,” Magyar Nemzet, April
16, 2021. Horthy stopped the deportation only when it was obvious that the war was close to its end. Earlier
however, he did not take any action and when the governor had approved the deportation of the entire Jewish
community of the countryside.

164 “Ma a holokauszt hatmillié aldozata el6tt hajtanak fejet vilagszerte,” Magyar Nemzet, January 27, 2020.
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Magyar Nemzet, January 27,

166 “Gulyds Gergely: Kollektiv blindsség nincs, de allami felel6sség van,” Index.hu, January 27, 2019.
167 Krisztina, “Orban Viktor.”
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“Ot tévhit a holokausztrél,” Index.hu, April 16, 2020.

169 Ferenc Laczo, “A holokauszt févarosa,” Mérce.hu, January 27, 2020.

170 “Sorozatok,” Mérce.hu.

171 “A gyilkosok emlékmdve,” 444.hu.

172 “Fontos elszdlds a kormany részérdl: megtanultdk, hogy a zsidokkal kozosen kell eltervezni az orszag jovéjét,”
Kuruc.info, January 28, 2019.
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from the Hungarian news agency — but use quotation marks for those words with which they do not
agree like “antisemites” or “liberation” of the ghetto or concentration camp.’3

We have seen in speeches on Holocaust Memorial Days, regular acknowledgement of the
responsibility of the Hungarian state. A good example is what Zoltan Kovdcs, State Secretary for
International Communication wrote in an open letter in 2020: “Viktor Orban is the first head of state
who openly talked about the sin of Hungary during the Holocaust, saying that ‘Hungary committed
a sin when instead of protecting the Jews, it decided to collaborate with the Nazis.”1’4 At the same
time there are many acts (both verbal and concrete) by governing agents that fall into the category
of white-washing/glorification of historical figures who were involved in the Holocaust, events that
are problematic, or in general the Horthy regime. This kind of glorification has different forms, from
installing public statues for these controversial figures to including them in a positive way in the
national educational curriculum, as discussed below.

A good illustration of this phenomenon was a Facebook post by the prime minister in 2019 on
the Commemorative Day of the 1956 revolution, in which he quoted Albert Wass.'’> Albert Wass
was a Transylvanian writer, famous for his nationalistic and also strongly antisemitic writings. He
was even convicted as a war criminal in Romania for taking part in the murder of Romanians and
Jews.1® To quote him in a national commemoration day of the 1956 revolution against the Soviet
Union contributes to the normalization of his memory. Another type of whitewashing is when some
contemporary “well-known” antisemitic intellectuals who also distort the Holocaust are honoured
with state awards or positions. An example of this from the examined period was the historian
Ernd Raffay, famous for his antisemitic statements,*’” who was awarded the Cross of the Hungarian
Order of Merit on the occasion of the State Foundation Day of Hungary on August 20, 2020.

Nostalgia towards the Horthy regime is a common agenda of all the right-wing parties. For instance,
in 2020 Our Homeland party proposed to name a park after Miklds Horthy.'”8 The only difference
between the rhetoric of Fidesz-KDNP and Our Homeland Movement is that the latter makes more
direct antisemitic references and glorification tendencies when they speak about certain historical
events and people. An example of this is the “March for Horthy” on March 1%, 2020, the day when
the governor came to power 100 years before. The march was organized by the far-right party
together with other far-right groups.

173 “Rémalom és teljes szégyen, hogy a zsidok mar megint a bérondjeiket keresik Németorszagban,” Kuruc.info,
January 26, 2020.

174  “Kovacs Zoltan valasza a Tablet cim{ portdlon megjelent irdsra,” Kormdny.hu, February 24, 2020.

175 Andras Kirdly, “Orban Viktor Wass Alberttel Gzent oktdber 23-4n,” 444.hu, October 23, 2019.

176 He emigrated from the country and therefore never actually faced the court.

177 In his books he mostly addresses Freemasons and their alleged role in the collapse of Hungary in 1918. He
frequently applies some of the most common antisemitic conspiracy theories. He made very strong statements
during the refugee crisis, as well.

178 “Sem Mandela, sem Hitler: a kompromisszumos Horthy park elnevezésrél szavaz hétfén reggel az dnkormanyzat
rendkivali Glése,” Mihazank.hu, July 25, 2020.



https://Kuruc.info/r/4/207628/
https://2015-2019.kormany.hu/hu/a-kormanyszovivo/nemzetkozi-kommunikacioert-felelos-allamtitkar/hirek/kovacs-zoltan-valasza-a-tablet-cimu-portalon-megjelent-irasra
https://444.hu/2019/10/23/Orbán-viktor-wass-alberttel-uzent-oktobre-23-an
https://mihazank.hu/sem-mandela-sem-hitler-a-kompromisszumos-horthy-park-elnevezesrol-szavaz-hetfon-reggel-az-onkormanyzat-rendkivuli-ulese/
https://mihazank.hu/sem-mandela-sem-hitler-a-kompromisszumos-horthy-park-elnevezesrol-szavaz-hetfon-reggel-az-onkormanyzat-rendkivuli-ulese/

94 Shifts in Holocaust Memory in Europe

Generally speaking, the left-liberal opposition is against the activities related to the so-called “Horthy
nostalgia.” One example was the reaction of the mayor of Budapest to the Horthy March of the Our
Homeland party. In the post he explicitly condemned it as something that humiliates the memory
of those who had been discriminated against and later “sent to death by the Horthy regime.”?’® The
three left-liberal media outlets also tend to be critical of this tendency. A good illustration of their
attitude to the government concerning the Horthy regime can be found in the following quote from
an article that was published in Index.hu in 2019:

The fact that the frequently used “antisemitism card” this time appears in the hand of the
populist right-wing can sound extremely bizarre in a country that is dotted with quotes of
Albert Wass'8% and dripped with Horthy nostalgia. However, there is a certain logic in it.
This accusation perfectly fits the line of the Fidesz narratives that are based on the same
principles.’®1

Magyar Nemzet shares the admiration for the Horthy regime and specifically for Horthy, and
participates in the efforts to whitewash the role of the regime in the Holocaust. From time to
time, antisemitic historical figures as well as the various authorities — such as the gendarmes —who
had a direct role in the deportation, are whitewashed in the articles of Magyar Nemzet.'8% This
controversial stance of the pro-government journal mirrors well the same ambiguous rhetoric of
the governing coalition.

Places of remembrance

The Hungarian Soviet Republic and the Monument for the National Martyrs of the Red Terror

During the examined period there was a relatively active discussion on the memory of the Hungarian
Soviet Republic. The short period of the Hungarian Soviet Republic started on March 21, 1919 and
lasted only 133 days. The period is surrounded by many controversies; historians are constantly
disputing it and especially whether the Soviet Republic made the required steps to “take back” the
lost territories of Hungary. Almost all the leaders of the communist regime were of Jewish origin,
first and foremost the leader of the Soviet Republic, Béla Kun. The discourse about the Hungarian
Soviet Republic and the related “red terror” is inseparable from the discourse on the Horthy regime
and the so-called “white terror” that was followed by the collapse of the Soviet Republic. Growing
attention has been focussed on this historical period in the last couple of years and it is closely
related to the discourse about the Horthy regime, antisemitism and the Holocaust.

LaszIé Toroczkai, the leader of the far-right Our Homeland party framed it in the following way in his
speech at the March for Horthy:

179 Karacsony Gergely — Facebook, March 1, 2020.

180 Wass was a writer who had a controversial public role during WWII and published harshly antisemitic writings.

181 Gergely Toth, “Hogyan lett antiszemita a baloldal?,” Index.hu, January 24, 2019.

182 Emdke Kovacs, “Dobbenetes sorsokat tart fel a kutatd,” Magyar Nemzet, March 4, 2020.
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The time for facing things is still delayed, the time when one of their leaders, even of the
left-liberals, or of the [Jewish-A.F.] Federation would start to talk about why the destroyers
of Hungary, the leaders of the Hungarian Soviet Republic were all people of Jewish origin
with almost no exception.[...] let’s talk about the responsibility of the Jewish leaders of the
Hungarian Soviet Republic in bleeding, disarming, ruining Hungary.'®3

Toroczkai also mentioned that they submitted an amendment to the Trianon Treaty to the Hungarian
Parliament to revise its content.

Criticism of the Hungarian Soviet Republic as well as the commemoration of the victims of the red
terror was a common practice of the government and the far-right party during the examined period.
Although government politicians did not mention its leaders’ Jewish origin, they often referred to
the red terror without mentioning the context and the so-called white terror which followed. They
thus ignored the many killings and other atrocities against Jews that took place in this period. As an
example of this rhetoric, in October 2019 the government inaugurated the reconstructed monument
for the National Martyrs of the Red Terror, which had originally been established by Horthy in 1934.
It sent the symbolic message that the government’s view on that period is the same as that of the
Horthy regime. The location of the monument is also symbolic: it was erected in Kossuth square,
next to the parliament and it directly replaced the statue of Imre Nagy, the communist leader who
was prime minister during the 1956 revolution. The inauguration ceremony included the prime
minister and the speaker of the National Assembly of Hungary, member of Fidesz, LaszI6 Kovér;
representatives of different churches and the rabbi of the Unified Hungarian Jewish Congregation
(EMIH), but the Hungarian Jewish Federation (MAZSIHISZ) did not receive an invitation to the event.
LaszIé Kovér's speech at the ceremony illustrated the narrative of the current regime well. He
recalled the period of the Hungarian Soviet Republic in the following way:

It was the consequence of a tragic Hungarian civil war that happened during those one
hundred and thirty-three days. A civil war which was born on Hungarian soil, fought by
Hungarians with mostly Hungarian names against members of their own nation. A civil
war in which people who rejected God, the homeland, the nation and family tried to wipe
out people who feared God, loved their homeland, served their nation and lived their lives
according to thousands-years long commandments of civilization. Yes, [they tried to destroy]
even the family and every emotion and moral ties that connect humans.8

Inanother partofthetext, hedescribedthe Soviet Republicas “anti-Christian,” “eagerinternationalist,”
“fierce nation-hater,” “conscious destroyer of the family” and the leaders of it as globalists who prefer
“homelessness” in the world, and contrasted them with those who thought that the community
of the nation was the most important. At the end of his speech he made comparisons between
that historical period and the current Hungary by saying that there is an ongoing civil war in the

183 “Mi Hazdnk Mozgalom Horthy Mércius 1 Toroczkai LaszIé beszéde,” Mi Hazdnk Mozgalom a Médidban.

184 “A Lenin-fidk utddai ma is itt allnak veliink szemben!,” Magyar Nemzet, November 2, 2019.
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form of a “political and intellectual struggle” with the “successors of the Lenin-boys.” He added
that the struggle can be successful only if they realize that a “majority cannot be achieved ever
again with foreign-sponsored ungodliness, treason and denial of the nation.” According to Kovér,
in order to win, Hungarians have to have a political, social and moral majority against the “nation-
deniers” in order to protect the nation and the country. This speech contains many examples of
what is called “coded language” (Wodak 2011) and coded antisemitism — it uses antisemitic tropes
without explicitly stating the word “Jew.” Therefore, the only difference between the two above-
mentioned speeches is the explicit mentioning of the Jewish origin of the leaders of the Hungarian
Soviet Republic.

Left and liberal opposition parties do not talk about the Hungarian Soviet Republic, neither about its
positive, nor about its negative aspects.

Unsurprisingly, Magyar Nemzet had the largest number of articles on the history of the Hungarian
Soviet Republic and the so-called “red terror,” mostly following the same narrative as the
government. A good example of this is the article entitled, “The bloody almanac of the Hungarian
Soviet Republic” with an introduction by the antisemitic historian who received a national award,
Ernd Raffay.'8> Apart from the one-sided introduction of this historical period, the portal also draws
parallels between the Hungarian Soviet Republic and its leaders and those who currently oppose the
government. For instance, in one piece they “warned” the university students who were protesting
against some changes in the autonomy of universities, not to be a “Soviet republic” instead of a
“student republic.”*8 In the same article they made the “us” versus “them” even more general by
saying that the students represent the same opposition that has existed for decades:

It is clear that two completely different worlds exist in parallel. On the one hand, there are
those who have family relations to Gyurcsany, Dobrev, Apré, Donath.'®” They also have a
Marxist, class struggle experience and knowledge of the methodology. They are the ones
who stand in Gyurcsany’s kitchen, in a mansion stolen from our Jewish compatriot Sebestyan-
Grinwald and defend the rule of law with their new political lover, Péter Jakab. He is the leader
of the party that called Budapest Judapest, and who wanted to list Members of Parliament
with Jewish ancestors. On the other hand, there is us, our fathers and grandparents from
whom those mentioned above and their relatives took away their wealth, dignity, vision for
a future, opportunities and youth. They took away everything that they had accumulated for
generations with diligence, talent and knowledge.

185 Attila Balazs, “Dokumentumgydjtemény Raffay Erné ajanldsaval,” Magyar Nemzet, December 14, 2020.

186 Vince Kruchina and Karoly Kruchina, “Frankenstein ugyanaz maradt,” Magyar Nemzet, October 29. 2020.

187 These were influential families during the Communist era, except for the Gyurcsany family and their ancestors
who are currently active politicians. Ferenc Gyurcsany was prime minister from 2004-9. His wife, Klara Dobrev
ran to become the opposition coalition’s prime ministerial candidate before the last elections. Her grandfather,
Antal Aprd was deputy prime minister and the speaker of parliament at one point. Ferenc Donath was also an
influential politician in the 1950s and his granddaughter, Anna Donath is currently a member of the European
Parliament and politician of an oppositional party, Momentum.
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The listed families (except the Gyurcsany family) were all of Jewish origin. On the other hand, “our
Jewish compatriot Sebestyan-Grinwald” belongs to the group of “us” and thus the accusation
of antisemitism is circumvented. With this manoeuvre the article incorporates the topic of the
Holocaust by drawing historical continuity between the leaders of the Hungarian Soviet Republic
and the leaders during the socialist period: the latter are those who own the property of the
“compatriot Jews.” The frequently used “strategy” to tarnish the opposition with antisemitism is
also present in the text. It presents one side as the compatriots, including those Jewish people who
love(d) their country and on the other side the Marxists who occupied the houses of those who
perished in the Holocaust, who have been against “us” for decades and who even made alliances
with the antisemites.

Magyar Nemzet published the whole speech of the speaker of the National Assembly!8® at the
inauguration of the statue on its portal and also one that contained an ironic piece on the fact that
the Jewish Federation did not receive an invitation:

The newspaper called Népszava blared about a lot of anger surrounding the Martyrs square
yesterday. However, the article below the tabloid-like title reveals that only the president of
the Jewish Federation Andras Heisler was angry because he did not get invited to or asked
to visit the formal opening of the memorial commemorating the “National Martyrs” last
Thursday. Instead, the poor thing had to be angry at home.1®°

Similar to the articles on the Holocaust Memorial Days, index.hu featured scholarly pieces about
the Hungarian Soviet Republic, in which they tried to explain the history with its causes and
consequences and to present the whole context. On its 100" anniversary it hosted a podcast and
invited two historians who are experts on the topic.'®° In 2021 they also published an interview
with a historian who wrote a book about this historical event without making comparisons with the
present.’®! The left-wing Mérce.hu almost always features the period of the Soviet Republic together
with the following period of the “white terror,”**? including its Jewish victims, and the Horthy regime.
It also makes comparisons between the Horthy regime and the present by stating that inequalities
and societal structure was almost the same as they are now.®? It therefore represents the opposite
of the narrative of Magyar Nemzet, as the pro-government media outlet focuses almost exclusively
on the “red terror” and its “parallels” with the current left and liberal circles” “activity.”

kuruc.info follows the narrative of the Our Homeland party when it speaks about the people who
took part in the Soviet Republic’s terror activities as “Jewish murderers.” The title of the article asks,
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193 Orsolya Sudar, “Hamis igazsagok — torténelemszemlélet egy neoliberalis vildgban,” Mérce.hu, June 14, 2020.



https://magyarnemzet.hu/belfold/2019/11/a-lenin-fiuk-utodai-ma-is-itt-allnak-velunk-szemben
https://magyarnemzet.hu/tollhegyen/emlekmubalhe-7460654/
https://Index.hu/techtud/2019/03/21/tnt_podcast_tanacskoztarsasag_100_csunderlik_peter_hatos_pal/
https://Index.hu/kultur/2021/02/27/hatos-pal-interju/
https://merce.hu/2020/02/17/a-regi-vilag-terroristai-100-eve-oltek-meg-a-nepszava-ujsagiroit/
https://merce.hu/2020/06/14/hamis-igazsagok-tortenelemszemlelet-egy-neoliberalis-vilagban/

98 Shifts in Holocaust Memory in Europe

“When will there be an official statement by the government or by the Jewish Federation about
those Hungarians who were shot on mass by Jews into the Danube?” The article compares it to the
Holocaust by saying the following:

[...] the Shoes on the Danube Bank memorial withholds the essentials. Namely, the events
of 1944, when the fronts of the war destroyed many millions of Hungarian lives, it was
necessary to isolate those hostile to the Hungarians and to abuse them. However, the original
sin was not committed in 1944, but in 1919 when the Bolshevik Judeo-anarchy initiated the
retaliation, the unstoppable attacks back and forth by murdering masses of Hungarians.'®*

This argument not only compares the murders that took place during the different regimes but also
alters the victim-perpetrator roles by saying that the Jewish people were the real perpetrators and
what happened during the Holocaust was the consequence of “their” activities during the Soviet
Republic. Here again, what is merely “suggested” in the softer right-wing discourse is explicitly
stated in a far-right media outlet.

The Turul statue in the 12t district

Another topic that was a “sub discursive event” during the examined period was related to the so-
called Turul bird statue in the 12™ district of Budapest. The Turul bird is a historic Hungarian symbol
but it was also co-opted during the Horthy regime, by the historical far-right organizations and
especially by the Hungarian Arrow Cross Party. An infamous student organization was also named
the “Turul Alliance” and was famous for its cruel incitement against the Jewish community. There
are numerous Turul bird statues around the country. Even though the use of this symbol — with its
problematic heritage — is already controversial, the statue in the 12t district raised some additional
concerns. The local government ruled by Fidesz, the governing party, installed the memorial there in
2005, with the intention to remember local victims of the Second World War. This raised concerns
about the use of the Turul as a symbol given its problematic co-optation. How can you remember
victims using a symbol in whose name some were killed?'> A further “problem” with the statue
was that it was installed very close to a place where actual killings took place. The monument was
installed without the permission of the Budapest government led by the left-liberal parties. The
far-right party Jobbik then continually protested against its removal. In 2008, they even organized a
protest at the statue with the participation of the then active paramilitary organization, the Hungarian
Guard.'®® The history of this statue was further problematized during the period under examination.
It was recently discovered that on the monument that aims to honour the memory of the local
victims of WWII, there is not a single name of a Jewish victim but instead, some perpetrators are

194 “Cip6k a Duna-parton: a zsidok altal tomegesen a folyamba |6tt magyarokrdl mikor lesz Mazsihisz- és
kormanykozlemény?” Kuruc.info, March 21, 2019.

195 This point was made by historian Krisztian Ungvary in the documentary movie of 444.hu, “Monument of
Murderers.” He is one of the most important experts on WWII and the Hungarian role in it.

196 The report of Index.hu about the protest was used in the 444.hu documentary movie “Monument of Murderers.”
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named there as victims. The real outcry came, however, when the writer and journalist, Laszlé Rab
published an article in 2019 that revealed that the grandfather of the mayor of the district who was
also named there as a victim, was one of the leaders of a particularly cruel massacre that happened
in the district’s Jewish hospital during WWIL.

The mayor, Zoltan Pokorni, who belongs to the governing party, gave a speech at the commemoration
of the victims of the massacre at the building where it took place in January 2020. Although the whole
speech is no longer available,'®” 444.hu quoted the strongest parts of it,1° which we can discern
based on the article that was published on the website of the Jewish Federation.'®® Pokorni became
emotional during the speech as he acknowledged that his grandfather had a meaningful, active role
in this massacre. He noted: “The German occupation is not an excuse, but an explanation, at best.
The victims were Hungarians, and the majority of killers were also Hungarians.” He thus “stepped
out” of the common right-wing narrative that “average” Hungarians were not responsible. He went
a step further when he also mentioned his own duty “not only as the ‘grandson of a murderer Arrow
Cross Party member’ (“nyilas”) but as the mayor of the district”: “When | became the mayor of this
district, | was given the opportunity to, if not amend because this cannot be amended, but make
a few things right. Not only as the grandson of a murderer, but as the leader of the district, whose
job is to make things right symbolically.” In the last part of the speech, he said that he had started
consulting with historians about the possible options of what should be done with the statue.

Politicians from the oppositional parties also reacted to the speech. The Budapest mayor Gergely
Karacsony posted the article of the Jewish Federation about the confession of the mayor with the
following comment: “The future requires confessing about the past, and honestly confronting it.
Not only the victims, but also the perpetrators of the twentieth century were our compatriots. | was
shaken by the way Mr. Pokorni confronted the past and respect him for it.”?%% Ferenc Gyurcsany,
president of the biggest oppositional party also called Pokorni's speech “touching” in a Facebook
post. In the same post he also admitted his own father’s “sympathy” towards the Nazi ideology:
“Not very well, but he did speak German. In Papa [the city Ferenc Gyurcsany is from] they called the

197 In the related article on the website of the Jewish Federation the video of the speech was inserted but it is not
available anymore: “Pokorni Zoltan elsirta magat a varosmajori tomeggyilkossagok helyszinén,” Mazsihisz.hu,
January 13, 2020. A very short part was broadcast in the newscast of the TV channel RTL Klub: “Pokorni Zoltan
leveteti nagyapja nevét az emlékmirdl 20-01-15,” RTL Klub.

198 Laszlo6 Szily, “Pokorni Zoltan elsirta magat, mikozben nyilas nagyapja rémtetteinek helyszinén mondott beszédet,”
444.hu, January 14, 2020.

199 “Pokorni Zoltdn elsirta magat a varosmajori tdmeggyilkossagok helyszinén,” Mazsihisz.hu, January 13, 2020.

200 Karacsony Gergely — Facebook, January 14, 2020.
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Austrian television, Graz-ian television.?%? He watched that. He loved to watch documentaries about

the Nazis. And he also saluted.”292

The story of the statue continued throughout the year with discussions of different scenarios about
what should be done with it. 444.hu featured a detailed report about the meeting of the Cultural
Committee of the 12t district held in June 2020 about the fate of the statue.?%> According to the
article, during the discussion the oppositional politicians suggested removing it while the governing
coalition stated that it should remain in place. One member of the latter, local Fidesz politician
Rébert Marosvari referred to the then ongoing Black Lives Matter movement’s protest and the
debate over the removal of some statues: “It is not befitting the European traditions to knock down
and destroy statues. History must be respected. If there is a memorial, it must be kept. There, where
it stands. The renaming of the statue will cut off the gordian knot. What is the difference between
the Taliban or Al-Qaeda knocking down statues and the removal of the Turul? Nothing. It is the same

thing.”204

The decision was made to rename the monument in memory of the victims of the First World War
after removing the names of the murderers that were inscribed there. Although the names had been
removed, the mayor reconsidered his opinion and in February 2021 he suggested not removing the
statue but instead completing it with detailed information on the Turul and what it symbolizes. In
the meantime, a decision was made to install another monument in the district in memory of the
victims of the Second World War.

The far-right party, Our Homeland politician, EI6d Novak who was active from the beginning in the
protests to protect the Turul statue, held a speech in which he declared the formation of a “Turul
protector action group.” Novak also announced the suggestion of his party to rename the park
where the statue stands as Turul Square. The video of the speech was shared in the article about
this news on Kuruc.info.?%> The politician “remarked” that Pokorni had not attended the ceremony
when the statue was installed, but a few days earlier had participated at the installation of a “N+1°
Holomonument” [pejorative way to refer to the Holocaust — AF]. Kuruc.info also published several
other articles on the statue, one of which was an op-ed by a writer from Transylvania, Attila Gyorgy,
with the title, “If someone touches the Turul | am going to break his hand at least.”2%¢ The article

201 Graz is the second largest city in Austria, and it had one of the oldest Jewish settlements in Austria. On April
2, 1945 the Gestapo and the Waffen-SS committed a massacre against resistance fighters, Hungarian-Jewish
forced labourers and prisoners of war at the SS barracks, while the Allied were bombing the city. See “Austria
Virtual Jewish History Tour,” Graz.

202 Gyurcsany Ferenc — Facebook, January 16, 2020.

203 Daniel Acs, “A turul az elkdvetk szimbdluma, és nem az dldozatoké,” 444.hu, June 24, 2020.

204 Ibid.

205 “Szoborvédd akcidcsoportot szervez a Mi Hazank,” Kuruc.info, June 30, 2020.

206 “Attila Gyorgy: aki a turulhoz hozzanyul, minimum letérom a kezét,” Kuruc.info, June 25, 2020.
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introduces the Turul as the symbol of the nation. Furthermore, it makes a direct connection between
the debates in the US about the removal of certain statues and the removal of the Turul:

This world is already ready for decay. Have they ever thought it through, if these idiotic social
justice warriors think at all, that they will die of hunger if they destroy the producer, the host
body that keeps them alive, if there is nobody left to steal from, nobody to rob? Of course
not. They will knock down the statues of Jefferson, Lincoln, Churchill and Columbus, and
there will be statues of Michael Jackson and of some transgender people. [...] Not to give
ideas but there are a few more statues in this country: Zrinyi, Wesselényi, Térdk Balint. Oh,
and Arpad and Attila were Nazis for sure.2%’” And then we arrive at the current times, when
they want to knock down a statue of the Turul in the 12" district of Budapest, in Hungary [...]
Hungarian lives also matter.

Here the same dynamic can be seen between the governing parties’ rhetoric and the far-right.
While the governing parties’ rhetoric referred to the Black Lives Matter movement and the statue-
removing initiatives discussed in the Cultural Committee, the far right explicitly said that the same
tendencies are emerging in Hungary.

Every examined media outlet featured some sort of content on the “Turul case.” Index.hu posted
news reports focusing on the statue?®® and published the op-ed of the chief rabbi of the Jewish
Federation, Zoltdn Radndti. The rabbi discussed the confession of the mayor in a positive light by
saying that a chance should be given to the path Pokorni chose with his speech, in order to “reach
the hope of a future solidarity and a responsible Hungarian nation.”?%° The same tone appeared in
the op-ed of the researcher Robert Braun, who also saw the opportunity in the mayor’s speech to
start a real discussion about this sensitive part of Hungarian history.?10

Apart from the article of 444.hu on Pokorni’s speech, which quoted the Jewish Federation article,
they also published articles at each phase of the story. As already mentioned, 444.hu featured a
report about the meeting of the district Cultural Committee in 2020. In 2021, the news site created
a documentary about the whole story of the Turul statue, including the history of the cruel mass
murder that took place close to the statue. Experts on this historical event and politicians who
have been active since the statue was installed were interviewed. Mayor Pokorni refused to give an
interview for the documentary but afterwards commented on it for the Hungarian News Agency by
saying that it made “the story into an artificial political matter which ‘broke’ on his head.” He stated
that even though “the movie represents a false narrative, it highlights the importance of not hiding

207 These were important Hungarian historical figures, but not antisemites, according to our knowledge.

208 Adam Kolozsi, “A turulszobor mai formajaban kegyeletsérts, az nkormanyzat Uj funkciot ad neki,” Index.hu, June
20, 2020.

209 Zoltdn Radndti, “Egy igazi torténet: Pokorni Zoltdn nemzete,” Index.hu, January 22, 2020.

210 Robert Braun, “Sorskozdsség/sorstalansag,” Index.hu, January 20, 2020.
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but showing the history.”?!* This interview was shared by three of the examined media outlets
with different highlights. The pro-government Magyar Nemzet shared more parts in which Pokorni
explains why the movie is problematic, explaining each statement “one by one.”?'? Index. hu*'3 and
444.hu?* focused less on the mayor’s arguments but instead reported on the whole story and its
most current developments. Moreover, Magyar Nemzet also published reports on the Turul case
throughout the three years and the portal was the first to publish information about the district
Cultural Committee’s proposal in June 2020 to rename the monument?!> that was later shared by
the other media outlets.

The story of the Turul statue in the 12t district shows how the question of collaboration and even
the perpetrators’ legacy is handled in a case of a “local” story of the Holocaust (Pet§ 2019). It
coincided with the international Black Lives Matter movement and the related debates on the
removal of some “problematic” monuments, comparisons have inevitably been made between the
two cases. The statue symbolizes how controversial elements of the past are suppressed in the
Hungarian political discourse and the possible steps towards acknowledgement of responsibility
and the process of reconciliation. Since the Jewish community accepted the public apologies in
this case, it can be understood at least in part as an example of a “local form” of “identity-related
emphasis of intergroup reconciliation” (Nadler 2012).

The Breakout and the Siege of Budapest

Another historical event that was widely discussed in the examined period is the so-called “Breakout”
and the related commemorations. The Breakout was the last desperate action of the German
Defence Forces against the Soviet Army in Budapest on February 11, 1945. A few thousand people
(German and Hungarian soldiers, SS soldiers and members of the Arrow Cross Party) attempted to
break out from Buda Castle. The majority of them died during the attempt and only a few hundred
survived. Since 1997, far-right circles have celebrated the anniversary of this event, calling it the
“Day of Honour.” It has become known worldwide as a far-right occasion that many international
right-wing groups also attend. In addition, there is a hiking tour every year that promotes the same
narrative about the “heroism” of the sieged soldiers. It advertises itself as a separate initiative, yet
there is a significant overlap in the participants of the two events. The organizers of the tour also
have direct financial links to the current government. As experts on the topic have noted, there are
at least two major concerns with the narrative that describes the Breakout as a heroic act. First, as
there was no chance of winning this battle, the decision to break out was not a strategically wise
or heroic act but rather a mass suicide without reason. The other problem with this narrative is

211 Istvan Bereznay, “Pokorni: 'Aktudlpolitikai furkosbotot' csinaltak a Turul-szobor Ugyébdl,” Index.hu, February 1,
2021.

212 Orsolya Nagy, “Pokorni Zoltan: Aktualpolitikai furkdsbot a 444.hufilmje,” Index.hu, February 2, 2021.

213 Index.hu, “A turulszobor mai formajaban kegyeletsért6, az 6nkormanyzat Uj funkciét ad neki.”

214  “Pokorni Zoltdn Ujabb fordulata: nem lesz I. vildghdborus emlékm a turulszobor,” 444.hu, February 1, 2021.

215 Orsolya Nagy, “Atmindsitenék a turulszobrot,” Index.hu, June 20, 2020.
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that those who broke out included plenty of war criminals, such as concentration camp guards and
senior leaders who participated in the mass murder of Jews of both German and Hungarian descent.
Describing them all as heroes diminishes the crime they committed.

From the oppositional parties MP Bence Tordai asked the Prime Minister an open question in
Parliament in 2019: why were they “hosting the neo-Nazis?”2%® He referred to an investigative article
in Mérce.hu, in which they discovered that the owner of the boat where the Day of Honour far-right
event took place has a direct connection to the governing Fidesz party: “Dear Party Leader! During
Fidesz’s move to the far-right, while looking for connections with international far-right parties, is it
acceptable for the members of Fidesz’s company network to host neo-Nazi events?”

Instead of the prime minister he received an answer from the Secretary of State in the Prime
Minister’s Office, Csaba DOmotor, who said that it is not in the “competence of the government.” In
the second part of his speech, DOmotor “suggested” to the politician to focus on his own coalition
partner Jobbik, who “would have listed the MPs of Jewish origin” and whose politicians have called
the Holocaust “Holohoax” (“kamukauszt”).?t” This argument is a very typical response by the
government when opposition politicians ask about or even accuse them of their connections with
far-right organizations or ideologies. The far-right Our Homeland party obviously supports the Day
of Honour and opposed the police’s decision when it moved to ban the event. The vice-president
of the party, EI6d Novak suggested dismissing the chief policeman who gave this order and even
proposed that the Assembly create a Day of Honour commemoration day on February 11.2*8 The
other action related to the vice-president when he “sued himself” for participating in the Breakout
tour despite the pandemic restrictions.?!®

Regarding the anniversary of the Breakout and the siege of Budapest in general, in 2020 there was
an unprecedented political move that somehow built a bridge between three local leaders from
apparently opposite sides. One of them was the mayor of the 12t district, Zoltan Pokorni, a member
of the governing Fidesz party. The other two were from the opposition, one from the Socialist Party
(24 district), Gergely Orsi, and the other one from a small left-wing party called Parbeszéd (1%
district), Marta V. Naszalyi. The three mayors of those districts, which are in the area of the Breakout
as well as where the far-right commemorations usually take place, held a commemoration together.
In addition, the three local municipalities created a common open-air exhibition about the siege of
Budapest with the help of the well-known historian, Krisztian Ungvary. The aim of the exhibition was
to show the siege of Budapest as a common tragedy for different groups: for the civilian population,
both Jewish and non-Jewish as well as for the innocent soldiers who were part of the Breakout. As
Mayor Marta V. Naszalyi said in her speech, everyone has his or her own family stories and these

216 Bence Tordai, “Parliamentary submission no. KO5165,”.

217 Ibid.

218 “A Becsllet napi megemlékezéseket betiltd rendérfbkapitany levaltasat koveteli a Mi Hazank,” Meérce.hu,
February 3, 2020.

219 “Videdosszedllitas az idei kitoréstura-blnozésrél — Novak feljelenti magat,” Kuruc.info, February 16, 2021.
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sometimes contradict each other. That is why a new memory politics is needed that focuses on the
personal stories, that is what “could lead to healing.”2%°

The Socialist Mayor Gergely Orsi spoke about the importance of taking back the anniversary from
the extremists and out of the political frame. He emphasized that the participants of the Breakout
and the siege were not heroes but victims.22! The 12t district Mayor Pokorni said that the “good
and bad are not between us but inside us” and mentioned that he had initiated the Hungarian
Holocaust Memorial Day. All of them emphasized the importance of being respectful to each
other despite the different family stories and narratives about this period. Gergely Karacsony,
the mayor of Budapest, also gave a speech at the exhibition opening. He conveyed a message of
mutual understanding, stating that instead of debating with each other ‘we’ should acknowledge
the different stories of suffering.?2?2 He also emphasized the importance of the exhibition for which
mayors from the different sides worked together. He noted the promising development that the
Fidesz Mayor Pokorni, who joined the exhibition, also “faced” his own family story.

In 2021, the only minor political action related to the Breakout was taken by the 2" district mayor
Gergely Orsi and the oppositional MP Bence Tordai. The two politicians went to the “candle-lighting”
ceremony of the far-right movement Légio Hungdria on the anniversary of the Breakout and tried
to give them some leaflets to protest against their activity. The action was broadcasted by Mérce.
hu together with an article entitled “Gergely Orsi and Bence Tordai do not allow the far-right to own
the right to remember.”223

Generally speaking, the left and liberal media outlets feature long articles about the Day of Honour.
They share recent news regarding the event and report at the event itself. In 2019, a journalist from
index.hu even participated in the Breakout tour and shared his experiences in an article with the
public.??* In one of the photos in the article there were two people holding the flag of the Third
Reich. The photo was shared later on many platforms and was included in the Jewish Federation’s
report about antisemitic incidents (Félix 2021). In 2020, Mérce.hu also published a long article about
the Breakout tour and its connection to the government.??> And while Magyar Nemzet focuses more

220 Magyar Nemzet, “Koz06s kiallitassal emlékezik Budapest ostromara harom budai kerilet,” February 7, 2020.
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hu, February 11, 2021.

224  Gabor Tenczer, “Német neondcikkal meneteltem a Kitérés turan,” Mérce.hu, February 11, 2019.
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on the “heroic” narrative of the historical event,??® kuruc.info pays more attention to the Day of
Honour??” and the Breakout tour every year.2%8

The common initiative of the three districts in 2020 was received well in almost all examined
media outlets. Both Mérce.hu??° and Magyar Nemzet?3° published a relatively long article about the
exhibition with quotes from the three mayors but highlighted different aspects. While Mérce.hu
focused on the message that the Breakout was not a heroic act, Magyar Nemzet did not mention this
aspect. Mérce.hu also shared the whole video of the opening ceremony at the bottom of the article.
Another difference between the two reports is that Magyar Nemzet did not mention that Budapest
mayor Gergely Karacsony also attended the opening.

The 2021 Day of Honour was adapted due to the Covid pandemic, and the Breakout tour was
officially cancelled (though some went ahead with it anyway). However, it remained very much
present in the news. One of the main themes was the op-ed style article of the main organizer of
the Breakout tour, Zoltdn Moys, in Magyar Nemzet with the title “Glory to the heroes!”?3! The article
repeats the narrative of the heroic Breakout participants. This caused a big outcry, and information
about the article was shared by the other media outlets too.?3? A few days later, however, the well-
known left-wing historian Laszlé Karsai published an article in Magyar Nemzet in which he countered
the arguments of Moys and stated that the participants were not heroes.?*3

The other major topic was a virtual tour created by the same historian, Krisztidan Ungvary, who
curated the exhibition in the 12t" district the previous year. The virtual tour was placed on a website
where a lot of information related to the Breakout was posted. The whole project aimed to show
this historical period in an objective way. Both index.hu?3* and 444.hu?3> focused on the website in
their articles. Meanwhile, Mérce.hu and Magyar Nemzet had nothing to say about the project, unlike
kuruc.info, which had several articles about the cancelled Day of Honor and also introduced the
historian’s project in a sarcastic way.23°
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As in the case of the Turul statue, discussions around the Breakout or rather the whole topic of the
siege of Budapest, were means to a temporary “ceasefire” in the memory war: both opposition
politicians as well as journalists of various political affiliations approached it as a common tragedy.
However, a spectrum of narratives — including the representation of the participant soldiers as
heroes — were expressed, so we cannot generalize about a particular tendency within the ceasefire.

The House of Fates project

In June 2019, there was some confusion regarding the House of Fates Holocaust museum project.
On the one hand, State Secretary Gulyas stated on June 4 that the government was counting on
the cooperation of the Unified Hungarian Jewish Congregation (EMIH) and made it clear that Maria
Schmidt, the controversial director of the House of Terror museum, was still part of the project. The
only obstacle that the State Secretary saw at that time was the lack of “international agreement.”
He also stressed that “naturally” the government was open to hearing the opinions of “all other”
national and international Jewish organizations about the project. In this vein, he mentioned that
they already introduced the concept to the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance at its
Plenary Assembly.?3” However, a day after this public statement, chief rabbi of EMIH, Slomo Kéves
gave an interview to the Jerusalem Post in which he stated that Maria Schmidt was no longer part
of the project, which was to be led by the previous director of Yad Vashem.?*® In November, 2019
Kéves said in an interview that it would open in 18 months,?3° but according to his most recent
statement, it will open in 2022.24° It seems that in the case of the House of Fates, the rabbi was
given the “right” to speak about project developments and he is being portrayed as the real face of
the project.

As seen in other topics related to the Holocaust, when addressing the House of Fates project, leftist
and liberal party politicians also try to question the government about the problematic part of
the narrative and challenge their controversial acts. For instance, two politicians of the opposition
Democratic Coalition party submitted a written question in Parliament about the House of Fates
project, asking whether it will deny historical facts or not:

Dr. Robert Rozett, the director of the Library of Yad Vashem and the expert on the Hungarian
Holocaust said that the already false concept remained in force without any modifications
and the applied narrative hides the wider historical context of Hungarian Jewry and the
Hungarian government before the Hungarian Arrow Cross Party came to power. Most of
the Hungarian Jewish victims were among those who were deported between May and July
1944. The concept he presents does not acknowledge the essential role of the Hungarian
administration and individuals in the period between the German occupation in March 1944
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and the takeover of the Hungarian Arrow Cross Party in October. In this light, we ask the
minister: 1. Why does the government violate its previous promise that the House of Fates
exhibition would only be opened with the agreement of the legitimate organizations of
Hungarian Jewry? 2. Why did the government not think it was necessary to at least negotiate
with the largest organization of Hungarian Jewry, MAZSIHISZ, before changing its previous
decision? 3. What harm will this newest attempt to present a false picture about Hungarian
history cause to the interests of Hungary and to the way the country is seen internationally??4!

The last time one of the two MPs, Gergely Aratd, asked the same question was in February 2021.24?
In the question with which he addressed State Secretary Gulyds, he mentioned that the Jewish
Federation was excluded from the project in 2018 and also that the president of the Jewish
Federation brought ideas about how to solve the problems around the project to the meeting with
Gulyas in 2020 but he had not received any response since then. Aratd also challenged the Secretary
that every year it promises to open the following year and asked these questions:

How much does it cost to guard and upkeep the buildings of the House of Fates this year?
Have you seen the script of the planned exhibition? In your opinion, when can the exhibition
open? Who is responsible for the additional delay? Do you still think that it is a good idea
that EMIH took over the arrangement of the project? Do you still refuse to include the Jewish
Federation in the arrangement of the project??43

The State Secretary’s answer is not available in the Parliamentary database.

A similar tendency could be identified in the columns of Magyar Nemzet, where the latest article
relating to the House of Fates project was published in June 2019.%44 The left and liberal media
outlets published the same news during the three examined years, sharing updates about the
project.2*> At Mérce.hu a more detailed analysis was published in 2019, written by the same
historian who initiated the previously mentioned debate series.?*® He reviewed all the criticisms that
were raised in regards to the project, including the content-related ones and the critique that the
government “outsourced” the project to the Hungarian Chabad community. The far-right kuruc.info
also highlighted the relationship between EMIH and the government, but added a strong ironic layer
to the piece by emphasizing how much money the project was costing the Hungarian tax payer.?*’

241 Gergely Araté and Lajos Olah, “Parliamentary submission no. K1710”.

242 Gergely Arato, “Parliamentary submission no. K14860”.
243 lbid.

244  Magyar Nemzet, “Gulyas Gergely.”
245 “2022-ben nyithat ki a Sorsok Haza,” 444.hu, January 15, 2021.

246 Ferenc Laczd, “Autentikus és elfogadhato Az elhomalyositas szandéka a Sorsok Haza napvildgra kerilt tervében,”
Meérce.hu, September 9, 2019.

247 “Eztis kijarta Slomo a nagynemzeti kormanynal: minden didk koteles lesz elldtogatni a legijabb holomuzeumba,”
Kuruc.info, February 22, 2020.



https://www.parlament.hu/irom41/01710/01710.pdf
https://www.parlament.hu/irom41/14860/14860.pdf
https://444.hu/2021/01/15/2022-ben-nyithat-ki-a-sorsok-haza
https://merce.hu/2019/09/18/autentikus-es-elfogadhato-az-elhomalyositas-szandeka-a-sorsok-haza-napvilagra-kerult-terveben/
https://Kuruc.info/r/2/208611/

108 Shifts in Holocaust Memory in Europe

The House of Fates is a heavily debated topic that evokes the main arguments of the government
and the left-liberal opposition regarding the memory of the Holocaust: the right-wing government
initiated something that is the subject of international criticism but does it with the participation of
the Hungarian Chabad community, thereby heading off any criticism. The left-wing opposition is left
with little option but to merely react to the concept, not daring to criticize the project directly to
avoid being labelled as antisemitic.

The National Curriculum

During the examined period one important discursive event was the debate around the National
Core Curriculum. The first outcry was on the confirmation, in 2019, that the harshly antisemitic,
far-right literary historian Mihaly Takaré would be entrusted with the revision of the curriculum.
The other focal topic was the content changes made by the revision. It was criticized both for over-
focusing on lexical knowledge and taking out those parts that develop competences, and for its
nationalist tone. Jewish organizations, student and teacher organizations and intellectuals protested
against the revisions.?*® In the name of improving “national identity,” the latest national curriculum
introduced in 2019 includes new elements, including some authors who played important roles
between the two World Wars or even during the Second World War, becoming part of the
compulsory curriculum.

The government has special argumentation techniques when defending this particular segment of
the national curriculum. On the one hand, they emphasize that these authors are important for
their writings and not because of their role in history or their antisemitic views. One example of this
argument is a speech by Zoltdn Maruzsa, State Secretary of Public Education:

They [leftist parties and organizations] oppose everything that strengthens national identity,
because they don’t want to preserve the nations’ Europe, but want to create a Europe that
is full of immigrants and has lost its identity, with weak nation-states and with “gender
schools,” in which pupils do not get neither national nor sexual identity [...] we don’t want
this [...] Albert Wass was part of the NAT already in 2012, so it is not new in the curriculum.
Jozsef Nyiré — together with Aron Tamdsi — are the classics of Sekler?*? literature.2°0

These kinds of “us” versus “them” referential or nomination strategies (Wodak 2001) are repeated
many times by government officials. As far as the opposition party politicians are concerned, they
formulated their critiques of the curriculum revision from the very beginning. In a speech by the
opposition MP Bence Tordai, he raised his concerns about the fact that the government wants to
give this project to a “Nazi-friendly” person whose main mission is to “exclude the writers of Jewish

248 7Zsofia Blasko “Elavult szemlélet, alulreprezentalt ndi irdk: az irodalmi élet is kritikaval illette az uj Nemzeti
Alaptantervet,” Mérce.hu, February 4, 2020.

249 Hungarian minority in Transylvania, Romania.

250 Maruzsa Zoltdn, “Koznevelésért FelelSs Allamtitkarsag,” February 6, 2020.
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origin from Hungarian culture.” At the end of his speech he asked the government explicitly whether
the “infamous antisemitic, Nazi-friendly” Takard is still part of the project.?°?

The answer by State Secretary Bence Rétvari was the same as with other topics: the left-wing
opposition had formed a coalition with the far right. He gave examples where left-wing politicians
did not condemn acts by their partner Jobbik and/or refused to comment on it. The State Secretary
argued that the left-wing politician had accused a person (Takard) of being a Nazi but had no

evidence to prove that accusation.?>?

Focusing on the topic of the national curriculum, many articles in Magyar Nemzet explain in more
detail the government’s narrative about why these writers were not antisemites or why it is not
problematic to include them. One argument in this narrative is that their antisemitism was not at the
centre in their artistic work: “The majority of Albert Wass’ life work deals with questions of the fate
of those Hungarians who got stuck on the other side of the border. Those are questions, which the
Hungarian liberal left wing has refused to even listen to, or even give answers to for one hundred

years.”2°3

Another frequently used argument is that if we label these authors as antisemitic, we must also label
other public figures as such, in cases where this accusation does not apply:

Should L&rinc Szabd be thrown out of the pantheon just because he wrote an eager article
about the rhetoric of Adolf Hitler? Should we not read Martin Heidegger, Konrad Lorenz,
Karl May, not listen to Richard Wagner, not look at Aba-Novak’s pictures or at Salvador Dali’s
paintings who was a fan of Franco? With the same impulse, should we throw out every
Russian and Hungarian poet and writer who even once glorified Joseph Stalin?2>*

In the right-wing newspapers, similar to the statement by Maruzsa, the whole opposition is depicted
as against the national identity. Those who criticize the new curricula are often labelled as unpatriotic
or even “foreign-hearted” in the articles of Magyar Nemzet. One of the recurring targets of these
articles was Laszlo Mikldsi, the President of the Association of Hungarian History Teachers as the
following quote also illustrates:

But Mr. Mikldsi, please, think about those who gave their lives for this country, think of the
sacrifices our heroes have made and do not be unpatriotic. In the era of wild globalization,
do not challenge identity-building. As a history teacher this is an unforgivable sin. We know
that a cowardly nation does not have one, but pardon me, do you have a home?2°°
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Labels like “unpatriotic” or “foreign-hearted” are typical antisemitic tropes and they were also used
frequently in the 1990s to underline antisemitic arguments by the then far-right antisemitic parties.
The most explicit historical antisemitic reference used in the columns of Magyar Nemzet was the call
for “the change of the guard” (6rségvaltds) that was declared during the Horthy regime under the
GOmbos government, to replace Jews in administrative and government positions with Christians:>>°

Thank you and respect to Arpad Szakacs, who brought the opinion and will of the nationalist-
conservative societal majority — who Istvan Csurka once called the bitter heartland — into
the political agenda. Namely, that there must be a changing of the guard in the conscience
formation and that the public money taps must be turned off for the anti-Hungarian
intellectual workshops and fields of force.?>’

The left and liberal outlets followed updates around the new curriculum closely, with quite a critical
tone. All of them published articles about the different aspects and stages of the scandal around the
curriculum,?®® including the problematic leader of the revision (labelling him “far right”2°°) and also
highlighted the protests against the revised curriculum.?®® The far right kuruc.info portal supported
the changes and ridiculed those teachers who protested against the new curriculum. The portal used
guotation marks when it called them “rebels” and when calling Albert Wass, one of the antisemitic
writers and condemned perpetrator of WWII who was included in the curriculum, a “fascist.”261

The normalization of war criminals by ignoring their historical role in the Holocaust and by putting
them in the national educational curriculum, contributes to the deepening of the parallel natures of
the “local” and “global” remembrance of the Holocaust.

2.3.4. Conclusion

We distinguished two general themes representing the current public discourse regarding the
Holocaust in Hungary. The first key theme was “protection.” In the pro-government sources and
media, this means the protection of European culture, which is often discussed together with the
protection of the Jewish-Christian or just Christian culture, the Jews in Hungary, Hungarian culture,
“our” Jews and of the decent Hungarians (against Roma, prisoners, gay lobby, gender lobby, Soros
network etc.), “our” families and last but not least the nation state and also specifically Israel. By
incorporating (some of) the Jewish people into the category of “us” (including Israel) these pro-

256 “GOmbos és Daranyi 1932-1938,” Holokauszt Magyarorszagon.

257 Balazs Agoston, “Magyar optikéju szellemi életet!” Magyar optikdju szellemi életet!” Magyar Nemzet, June 25,
2020.

258 Sandor Joodb, “Nézzik meg, mi szerepel a NAT-ban, és mi a baj vele!” Index.hu, February 13, 2020.

259 Andras Kiraly, “Az iskola nem a gyermekek igényeit kielégits intézmény,” 444.hu, March 3, 2020.

260 Zsofia Varga, “PDSZ: Az Uj Nemzeti alaptantervvel ismét egy felhdboritd gyakorlatnak lehetlink tanui,” Mérce.hu,
January 9, 2020.

261 “Lazonganak a “demokratikus” tanarok: nem akarjak Imre Kertesz helyett a “fasiszta” Wass Albertet tanitani,”
Kuruc.info, February 5, 2020.



http://www.holokausztmagyarorszagon.hu/index.php?section=1&type=content&chapter=2_1_4
https://magyarnemzet.hu/velemeny/magyar-optikaju-szellemi-eletet-8291592/
https://Index.hu/belfold/2020/02/13/nemzeti_alaptanterv_nat_magyar_irodalom_tortenelem_modszertan_tanari_szabadsag_oraszam/
https://444.hu/2020/03/03/az-iskola-nem-a-gyermekek-igenyeit-kielegito-intezmeny
https://merce.hu/2020/01/09/pdsz-az-uj-nemzeti-alaptantervvel-ismet-egy-felhaborito-gyakorlatnak-lehetunk-tanui/
https://Kuruc.info/r/2/207940/

Holocaust Memory in the Public-Political Discourses 111

government circles try to prevent the accusation of any kind of antisemitism or Holocaust distortion.
In the case of the left-liberal opposition and related media outlets, it means more the protection
of the Jewish community against antisemitism coming from the right-wing parties, especially in the
form of Holocaust distortion or relativization.

The second theme is remembrance. Here the main narrative of the right-wing government is that
we need to remember the Holocaust in order to protect the Jewish community and it is therefore
connected to the first key theme. The left-liberal opposition focuses more on the prevention of
Holocaust distortion when it comes to the topic of remembrance.

All the political actors use the topic of antisemitism (often related to the Holocaust) to position
themselves. At the domestic level, the government positions itselfin the middle by saying that the left-
wing parties made a coalition with the (ex-) far-right and antisemite Jobbik; and at the international
level as the force that fights against all types of antisemitism — both from the left and the right
and also that which comes from extremist Islam. The left-wing parties do the same positioning but
define the government as far-right, referring to the Soros campaign and to its memory politics. We
even notice a type of “competition” of who can say louder and more frequently that the other is
the real antisemite. There is a special dynamic in this competition: when the left-wing opposition
tries to critique the memory politics of the government, in almost every case the answer from the
government is that the left made a coalition with the then far-right Jobbik, so they have no right
to criticise. In one case the same but opposing argument was made by the MEP of Momentum,
Katalin Cseh when government politicians criticized her for taking sides “against” Israel in a vote
in the European Parliament. She rejected the accusation by saying that the real antisemite is the
government, which distorts the Holocaust with its problematic memory politics.

As we have seen, the two political “camps” are pretty much divided in regard to these questions:
they operate with their own antisemitism definition and understanding of Holocaust memory.
There were however two examples of discursive events —the Turul statue and the Breakout — when
the different sides drew closer and when an alternative narrative began to emerge. How can we
explain this? First and foremost, the attitudes of the relevant municipalities had a huge impact
on the “success” of these two alternative narratives. Furthermore, both “stories” are connected,
embedded in the local history and society. We see that it is possible for a local story to overcome
country-level political tensions and locally shape the public discourse more effectively. However,
these moments were temporary and they did not have a major impact on the discourse in general.

There were some similarities between the rhetoric and acts of the far-right Our Homeland and
the governing parties, where the related discursive events are concerned. Commonalities include
a critical stance towards the Hungarian Soviet Republic and the glorification of the Horthy regime.
The only difference is that in case of Our Homeland there is an explicit antisemitic edge added to
the topic almost every time, while in the case of the governing coalition it is more hidden or indirect.

Regarding the media outlets it is important that while Magyar Nemzet serves as a platform for
governing party politicians, the left-liberal media outlets provide no such function for the opposition.
In the left-liberal news sites the Holocaust is discussed many times by experts. The only left-wing
journal that has some similarities to some left-wing, anti-Israel circles in Western Europe is Mérce.hu.
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2.4. The Shifting Holocaust Memory in Germany?62

2.4.1. Introduction: The evolution of Holocaust memory in Germany

With the retreat of German troops from the occupied territories of Europe and beyond, the liberation
of the death camps by the Red Army, and the eventual surrender of Nazi Germany on May 8/9,
1945, Germany entered a period of transition and uncertainty. The old political and social order
of National Socialism disappeared, with new arrangements yet to take shape. The ensuing process
would mold the way Germans understood their role and the era of National Socialism.

In 1945 most Germans perceived the unconditional surrender of Germany as a shameful defeat.
Over subsequent decades, as it gradually rebuilt itself, German collective memory focused mainly
on German victimhood, not on the suffering that Germans inflicted on others. Jeffery Olick has
characterized the period from the founding of the Federal Republic in 1949 to the late 1960s, as the
period of “the reliable nation,” where the Nazi past “was constructed as a bounded aberration from
the true course of German history” (2016, 63). The approach put forward by German politicians was
defensive. They identified the root cause of the Nazi’s rise as a “faulty” constitution and instability,
and their message was that this problem was addressed by the re-founding of Germany as a stable
republic committed to the rule of law and to proving itself as a reliable nation through its integration
into the West and reparations to Israel (ibid.). The German population cultivated a “consensus of
silence” (Assmann 2020, 44; Funke 2019, 206) or what Dan Diner has called the “amnesia of what
had just happened” (Diner 2020, 9) concerning the crimes of the recent past, trying to build a new
order, without looking back.

In the context of the emerging Cold War, the Grand Alliance that held Western liberal democracy
and Soviet communism together in their fight against fascism crumbled and gave way to a new
polarization between the Western Free World and a block of newly established Peoples’ Republics.
In 1949, this process led to the division of Germany and the founding of two distinct German states.
This political divide also gave rise to a “divided memory” (Herf 1997), which held until the fall of
the Berlin wall and German reunification in 1989/90 under the hegemony of Western Germany.
But while the two memory cultures diverged according to the ideological frameworks of the two
Germanys, both must be understood as different answers to the same challenge: how to uphold a
positive sense of national identity in the face not only of a total military defeat of the nation, but also
of the atrocities of the Holocaust? The memory of the Holocaust posed a threat to the desire for an
honorable national legacy, as a precondition for national identification, and Jews became unwitting
“troublemakers of memory” (Bergmann 2007).

262 This chapter is written by Shmuel Lederman with the help of Maximilian Hauer, who wrote the introduction, was
involved in the design of the research plan and the collection of materials and wrote the pilot analysis on which
the chapter is based. Ella Imgart and Aliena Stuerzer helped with the collection of materials, translation, and
analysis. Claudia Globisch helped with the choice of discursive events and media outlets, and in the early stages
of the analysis. The translation from German is by Ella Imgart unless stated otherwise. | thank Maximilian Hauer
and Tobias Ebbrecht-Hartmann for their comments on earlier drafts of this chapter.
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One way to deal with this challenge was through crude Holocaust denial or openly antisemitic
approval of Germany’s deeds. However, after 1945, those on the far right who held such views were
contained by the authorities and remained marginal in the institutionalized politics that soon came
to be dominated by the Christian Democrats and — to a lesser extent — by the Social Democrats.?%3
On the other hand, former Nazis successfully integrated into democratic parties, in particular the
liberal FDP. The Christian Democrats also had some prominent and influential officials that had a
Nazi past and still sympathized with antidemocratic tendencies (most famously Adenauer’s chief
advisor and head of the chancellery Hans Globke). In mainstream political discourse, the rejection
of guilt and responsibility was expressed in myths like the notion that the German people were
seduced by Hitler or were subdued by the dictatorship of a small group of crooks; the myth of
the “clean Wehrmacht,” according to which the German army did not participate in the murder of
innocent people; or the claim that ordinary Germans during the war did not know anything about
the camps in the East.

While this conception of self-victimization dominated the society of Western Germany at least until
the 1970s, the GDR, founded and led largely by resistors and exiled socialist and communist cadres,
presented itself as an anti-fascist state, the “other Germany” (Geyer et al. 2009). The official, public
commemoration of the victims of Nazism played a very important role for the regime, yet the focus
was laid on the political victims (especially communists) rather than on ethnic and national victims,
including the Jews. The GDR also tended to emphasize political resistance and martyrdom, not
victimhood. By presenting itself as an anti-fascist state, the GDR externalized the legacy of Nazism
to the West, which was portrayed as continuing German imperialism in a new, democratic disguise.
Furthermore, the authorities directed the empathy of the population towards the fate of the Soviet
Union that suffered so much under the German occupation but finally won the war against Nazism,
and this victory was interpreted as a triumph of the higher principle of socialism against the old
powers of imperialism and the dawn of a new, glorious era. In this narrative of progress, there was
little space for grief and a proper understanding of the irrational violence of the Holocaust (Herf
2003; Diner 2020, 32).

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, the trial against members of Einsatzgruppen in Ulm (1958-9),
the Eichmann-trial in Jerusalem (1961) and the Auschwitz trials in Frankfurt (from 1963 onwards)
afforded the Holocaust a continuous presence in the German post-war public discourse. The trials in
Germany were particularly difficult for the public: while the Eichmann trial dealt with a high-profile
criminal abroad, in the Ulm and Frankfurt trials the repressed history “returned, as it were, into
one’s own house” (Funke 2019, 218) and it was addressed in a German court. Furthermore, the trials

263 The taboo on public expressions of antisemitism and Holocaust denial meant that such attitudes were pushed
to the domain of what Theodor Adorno famously called the “non-public opinion” (Adorno 2003, 558). Critical
researchers still observe a gap between official and public discourses on the one hand and family memories on
the other when it comes to the Nazi era. Family memories tend to emphasize the hardships endured by Germans
during the war and to invent resistance legacies on a family level, while Jewish victims and members of other
persecuted groups hardly appear in these narratives. It could be argued that this gap between different realms
of memory calls into question Germany’s self-stylization as a nation that has grappled with its own past (Salzborn
& Kurth 2020, 28).
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convicted members of the medium and lower ranks of the Nazi death machinery, which brought
the whole issue even closer to ordinary German families. The “prevailing basic narrative of the early
Federal Republic had [thereby] come under threat,” which caused massive defensive reactions (ibid).
Despite their impact, the trials did not yet prompt a decisive correction of the national narrative.

A certain shift began in 1966, when under the leadership of the social-democratic party the Nazi past
was re-interpreted as an essential part of German history, whose structural and cultural features
had not yet been fully expunged from German society. The symbol of this period, which Olick (2016)
dubs “the moral nation,” is Chancellor Willy Brandt kneeling spontaneously at the Warsaw Ghetto
Memorial in December 1970, expressing humility and guilt in face of the victims of Nazism, self-
distancing from the denials of the past and demonstrating a new sense of responsibility.?®* The
generation of the “1968ers,” namely the mass of student protestors in the late 1960s that brought
about important cultural changes in Germany, played an important role in this process. In contrast
to other Western European countries, in Germany the generational conflict of the 1960s and 1970s
was highly charged with references to the era of WWII (Funke 2019, 222). The left-leaning political
and cultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s were sustained by a generation born around the
1940s that had not played an active role in the Nazi era. Activists of this generation established a
mode of national self-criticism within the German public and helped to overcome an approach to
national history guided by ideas of national honor. The new generation undermined the authority of
the old institutional elites in West Germany, pointing out the role many of them had played under
National Socialism. They demanded a critical public discourse about these continuities and an end
to the consensus of silence. This appeal for an open discussion of the past paved the way to an
“internalization” of the crimes of the Holocaust into the national narrative, a process that gained
traction in the 1980s (Assmann 2020, 51).

Notably, the Holocaust was not at the centre of this process of coming to terms with the past. The
specificity of the Holocaust, as well as the central role antisemitism played in German society were
not properly acknowledged within the overly general framework of “imperialism”, “fascism” and
“authoritarianism” (Wolfrum 2003, 194). Within this framework, the protest generation engaged in
an identification with the resistance against Nazism, or even with the victims of the Nazi era (Jureit
2012; Schneider 2012). In that way, Germans could also interpret their own struggles in similar ways
(Assmann 2020, 50). Furthermore, many applied the semantics of “fascism” to various contemporary
phenomena, for example US war crimes in Vietnam that gave rise to the slogan “SS-SA-USA.” In this
way, the framework of the “68ers” allowed for new dynamics of externalization, sometimes in the
form of an aggressive anti-Zionism (Haury 1992).

Aturning point in the German memory of the Holocaust occurred in the late 1970s with the screening
of the American mini-series Holocaust in 1978/79 (Brandt 2003). Public reception of Holocaust
showed a new emotional empathy for the victims within German society. This reorientation towards
the Jewish victims and the voices of survivors marks a paradigm shift in comparison to the “internal”

264 At the time, however, more than 50 % of German society still thought that this gesture was an exaggeration.
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generational conflict that dominated German society around 1968 (Assmann 2020, 52). In the 1980s,
a grassroots movement emerged that researched and preserved traces of the Holocaust and Jewish
life on a local and regional level. Discussions with survivors became an important pedagogy in
Holocaust education. The “Stolpersteine” (stumbling stones) project, which started in 1992, is a well-
known example of this approach. Many institutions of German “memory culture” (Erinnerungskultur),
which became well-established and state-funded in the 1990s, had their roots in such grassroots
initiatives in the 1980s.

The 1980s were also a decade that saw an upsurge in academic scholarship on the Holocaust and
related topics like antisemitism. On a state official level, President Richard von Weizsacker helped to
establish the new paradigm of the German “culture of memory” with his speech on May 8, 1985.2%°
While Helmut Kohl, the German Chancellor from 1982 to 1998, still tried to engage in politics of
normalization and wanted to leave the German past behind, President von Weizsacker offered a new
narrative and a new attitude towards the past. He did not refer to May 8 any longer as the day of
national defeat and surrender, but reframed it as a “day of liberation.” While earlier generations had
seen oblivion as the only way forward, Weizsdcker considered it an act of pathological suppression
that would give rise to new suffering. The past had to be remembered and preserved and only
on the basis of a critical reappraisal of the Nazi era could the German nation find a way to a new
moral foundation and a positive identity (Czollek 2018, 20-24). Remembrance became an ethical
imperative closely linked to the project of a moral reconstruction of Germany (Assmann 2020, 66).

However, this new paradigm was contested for many years. The 1980s and 1990s were decades
of fierce academic and public debates about memory practices, the status of the Holocaust as a
historical event and the role of National Socialism in the broader context of the twentieth century.
Among these debates famous examples are the “historians’ dispute” (Historikerstreit) from 1986
onwards on the interaction between Bolshevism and Nazism and the singularity of the Holocaust;
the “Wehrmacht exhibition” (1995), which exposed the participation of the German army in mass
atrocities during WWII; Daniel Goldhagen’s book Hitler’s Willing Executioners (1996), which argued
for a unique, “eliminationist” German antisemitism that explains the Holocaust; and Martin Walser’s
acceptance speech at the Frankfurt Book Fair Peace Prize in October 1998 at the Frankfurt St.
Paul’s church, in which he lamented the “exploitation” of German guilt feelings about the Holocaust
for present political purposes. In these debates, conservative intellectuals born in the 1920s like
Hermann Libbe, Ernst Nolte and Martin Walser tried to defend elements of the dominant narrative
in West Germany of the post-war era.

In the 1990s, German reunification set many in the field of memory politics in motion again, although
opposing tendencies were discernible. Nationalist voices multiplied, calling for a return to the old
“self-confidence” and “normality” after the end of division and occupation. This discourse was
accompanied by a massive rise in racist attacks and killings by neo-Nazi organizations. The fall of the
Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union and its satellite states brought about a renaissance

265 Speech by Federal President Richard von Weizsadcker at the ceremony commemorating the 40th Anniversary of
the End of War in Europe and of National-Socialist Tyranny on May 8, 1985 in the Bundestag, Bonn.



https://www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/Reden/2015/02/150202-RvW-Rede-8-Mai-1985-englisch.pdf?__blob=publicationFile
https://www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/Reden/2015/02/150202-RvW-Rede-8-Mai-1985-englisch.pdf?__blob=publicationFile

116 Shifts in Holocaust Memory in Europe

in the theory of totalitarianism, with certain relativizing elements in the comparison between Nazi
Germany and Stalinist Communism. Yet these developments ultimately did not redirect the new
status that the Holocaust had gained as the negative founding event of Germany. Unlike other
post-socialist countries, the socialist era is not so much remembered in the mode of national self-
victimization, but rather in keeping with the guilt-centred perpetrator identity that had developed
due to the legacy of National Socialism (Diner 2020, 50-58; Assmann 2020, 147-165).

Atthe end of the 1990s, it became clear that the new paradigm had successfully been established. The
election victory of the centre-left bloc in 1998, after 16 years of a conservative-liberal government
under Helmut Kohl, marked a change in the social climate. The new government included numerous
representatives of the West German protest generation born in the 1940s. With the 1999 decision
to build the Holocaust Memorial in symbolic proximity to the Reichstag and the Brandenburg Gate
in the centre of Berlin, “it became clear that the commitment to the uniqueness of this crime and
to historical responsibility belongs to the core of Germany’s state self-image” (Funke 2019, 236).
If the consensus of silence permitted the integration of Western Germany into the transatlantic
coalition in the Cold War, the explicit reference to the Holocaust now served as an argument for a
more powerful international role of the re-unified Germany. This power is exerted in the name of
universal human rights in a new global order after the collapse of the Soviet Union (Bauerkdamper
2017, 36). Due to the liberalization of the centre-right under chancellor Angela Merkel (2005-2021),
nationalist attitudes that used to be mainstream are now pushed to the right edge of the political
spectrum, where they have found a new safe-haven in the AfD since its formation in 2013.

As we shall see in the following analysis, the challenge that the AfD poses to the dominant memory
culture that developed since the early 2000s is significant and appears throughout the discursive
events discussed in this chapter, yet the AfD’s stances on issues related to Holocaust memory
are consistently rejected by all other parties in Germany. A different challenge to the hegemonic
memory culture in Germany that emerged in recent years is the call for a much deeper reckoning
with German colonial legacy and the kinds of continuities with this legacy that manifest in Germany’s
treatment of immigrants and refugees, particularly from Muslim countries. This approach is pursued
mainly by critics from the left. For many of these critics, the reassessment of Germany’s colonial
past has to involve a re-thinking of the place and meaning of the Holocaust in German history and
memory culture. This is termed by memory scholars “Historikerstreit 2.0” or “memory wars 2.0.”

Finally, we shall see that also quite closely linked to these debates are controversies around the
meaning of antisemitism and German'’s relations with Israel. A unique feature of the public discourse
around the Holocaust in Germany is the intensive involvement of academics, whether because they
offer interventions into these debates or because they are invited by newspapers to comment on
them. The analysis that follows accordingly pays significant attention to their perspectives.

2.4.2. Sources and methodology

We chose discursive events for that shed particularly interesting light on German memory culture:
Holocaust Remembrance Days 2019-2021; the shooting attack in the synagogue in Halle in October,
2019; the debate over the recognition of the so-called “a-socials” and “professional criminals” who
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were persecuted by the Nazi regime in February 2019; the BDS resolution of May 2019, in which
the boycott, divestment and sanctions movement against Israel was condemned by the Bundestag;
the “Mbembe affair,” in which the historian and political theorist Achille Mbembe was accused of
anti-Zionist antisemitism by Felix Klein, the Federal Commissioner for Jewish Life in Germany and
the Fight against Antisemitism; and what came to be called Historikerstreit 2.0, in which intellectuals
and academics debated the status of Holocaust memory in Germany and its relation to German
colonialism, treatment of immigrants, racism and relations with Israel.

We examined the following newspapers between January 2019 and June 2021, to capture a broad
spectrum of opinions from the far left to the far right:

e Die Zeit: Centrist; liberal; left-liberal, progressive, with an intellectual orientation.
* taz, Die Tageszeitung (taz): Moderate left.

e Die Siiddeutsche Zeitung (SZ): Centre-left, liberal, social-liberal, social-democrat.

e Die Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ): Centre-right, conservative-liberal.

e Junge Welt: Published in Berlin; far left with a Marxist orientation.

e Junge Freiheit: Right-wing, nationalist-conservative.

For each individual archive the term “Holocaust” was searched for the time range covered in the
study and an articles list was gathered. The archives were then searched again with the key word
“Holocaust” + terms from groups categorized beforehand. We did not expect all keywords from
each group to appear in every individual article. Rather, several rounds of searches were performed,
with various terms from each group added each time. For example:

First browse: Holocaust+ Jidisches Leben + Antisemitismus was searched, and the articles found
added to the data sheet under Group 2.

Inare-run: Holocaust+ Judisches Leben+ Terror was searched and the list compared with the articles
stored, addtionals added were now added to the sheet.

Group 1: and WWII or memory or denial or revision or narrative or [terms which connote Holocaust
denial]: Holocaust / Erinnerung/ Volkermord / Juden / Jidisch / Weltkrieg / Zweiter Weltkrieg /
Gedenken/ Rechtsextremismus

Group 2: and Jewish Life [ reference to reality of Jewish life / threats to]: Halle/Terror/ Judisches Leben /
Attacke / Attentat/ Antisemitismus

Group 3: Israel [when referred to in any derogatory fashion (e.g. Israeli imperialism, Zionist Racism, etc.)]:
Israel / Paléstina / Zionistischer Rassismus / Faschismus / Imperialismus / Staatsterrorismus/ Besatzung /
Apartheid / Ethnostaat/ BDS

Group 4: and Education or commemoration or memory or teaching or responsibility: Erziehung /
Unterricht / Bildung / Verantwortung/ Gedenken / Aufarbeitung / Erinnerung/ Feuilleton/ Literatur/
Shoahliteratur / Zeitzeugen

Group 5: And Conspiracy or Media or (Alternative) Truth or Freedom of Speech: Ungeimpft/ Gelber Stern
/ Meinungsfreiheit / Media /Hildmann / QANON/ Corona/
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Group 6: and Islam, Islamic threat, ([derogatory term+] Jews/Jewish, [antisemitic comment or discourse]
:Islam / Moslem / Islamophobie /muslimischer Antisemitismus /islamistischer Antisemitismus /
islamischer Antisemitismus

Group 7: and Migration/ Multidirectoral / Postkolonialismus / Kolonialismus /Opferkonkurrenz /multiple
Narratives / vergessen Opfergruppen

Table 2: Number of articles on Holocaust and related words in German newspapers, by venue and group

Paper Articles Group Articles
taz 263 1 173

SZ 252 2 186
ZEIT 202 3 167
Junge Welt 103 4 488
FAZ 93 5 79
Junge Freiheit 83 6 32
Total 996 7 107

2.4.3. Findings and Analysis

Holocaust Remembrance Days

In 2005 the General Assembly of the United Nations introduced international Holocaust
commemoration on January 27 as the “International Day of Commemoration in Memory of the
Victims of the Holocaust.” In Germany, former German president Roman Herzog had introduced the
“Day of Remembrance of the Victims of National Socialism” in 1996, to commemorate the millions
of people who were disenfranchised, persecuted, and murdered under Nazi rule. January 27 is not
the only date significant for Holocaust remembrance in Germany. In memory of the Kristallnacht
in 1938, November 9 is seen as the day to commemorate antisemitic persecution in particular.2%®
Anniversaries such as the 75! anniversary of liberation receive considerable attention in the German
media as well. The annual memorial service on January 27 in the Bundestag, however, is the central
recurring discursive event for Holocaust remembrance in Germany. The ceremony is opened by the
president of the Bundestag. After the president’s address, guest speakers take the floor: in 2019 the
Israeli historian and Holocaust survivor Saul Friedlander; in 2020, President Frank-Walter Steinmeier
and Israeli President Reuven Rivlin; in 2021 president of the Jewish Community of Munich and
Upper Bavaria Charlotte Knobloch and the activist and former politician Marina Weisband, who
represented the generation born after the Holocaust.

266 November 9 has a particular resonance for Germany national identity. The anniversaries of the fall of the Berlin
Wall in 1989, the November pogroms in 1938, Hitler’'s Munich putsch in 1923 and the proclamation of the
republic in Germany in 1918 all fell on November 9, sometimes called German “Schicksalstag” (fate day).
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The key theme throughout speeches at HMDs is responsibility. The memory of the Holocaust is
expressed in terms of the affirmation of German identity and as a call for a fundamental responsibility
thatarisesfrom German guilt. This responsibility has several, inter-related meanings: the responsibility
to protect democracy, the responsibility to remember the Holocaust, the responsibility to stand by
the State of Israel and the responsibility to protect Jewish life in Germany. The degree to which
Germany succeeds in fulfilling these responsibilities is seen as a crucial indicator of its success as a
democratic nation and its reconciliation efforts. In this way Holocaust remembrance in Germany
consists not only of commemoration of those who perished and honouring survivors; it presents an
affirmation of German national identity and its democratic character.

Protecting Democracy

A recurring theme in each of the examined HMDs, is the long time it took Germans to face their
past, and at the same time the celebration of current German democracy. In his speech in 2019,
Friedlander spoke of Germany as a country that has completely changed and now “has become one
of the strongest bulwarks” against antisemitism, xenophobia, authoritarianism, and nationalism: “We
all hope that you have the moral steadfastness to continue fighting for tolerance and inclusiveness,
humanity and freedom, in short, for true democracy.”?’ Schauble stated in his own speech that the
term “Holocaust” cannot be found in the constitution,

but the crime against humanity committed by Germans is echoed unmistakably in this
constitution: in the fundamental rights that protect the individual from arbitrary state
power, and in the legal foundation of a ‘defensive democracy’ —so as not to allow democratic
freedoms to be abused once again for the destruction of liberal democracy.

Schauble stressed the obligation “[t]Jo honour the people who lost their lives, to give them back their
dignity. For our own sake.”268

The relation of the Holocaust to the German constitution and Germany’s democratic character is
stressed by Steinmeier in 2020 as well: “[...] the first sentence of our constitution tells everyone who
can read it and wants to read it what happened in Auschwitz. The liberal democratic state under
the rule of law is the reversal of the Vélkisch way of thinking. It places the human dignity of each
individual at the centre.” To Steinmeier, denying this part of history would mean denying Germany’s
own identity: “For the Shoah is part of German history and identity. My predecessors have always
been able to refer to this democratic consensus in this place.”?° Steinmeier reiterated the need to
protect democracy in Yad Vashem and in the Bundestag in 2020: “So whoever wants to remember,

267 Speech by Saul Friedlander at the Holocaust memorial service in the Bundestag, January 31, 2019.

268 Speech by Wolfgang Schéduble at the Holocaust memorial service in the Bundestag, 2019.

269 Speech by President Dr. Frank-Walter Steinmeier at the Holocaust memorial service in the Bundestag, 2020.
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whoever wants to honour the memory of the victims, must protect democracy and the rule of law
wherever they are called into question!”27°

To Schaduble and Steinmeier, a threat to the memory of the Holocaust is perceived as a threat to
German identity and democracy. Schdauble made this point clear in his opening speech in 2020,
where he stated that talking about Auschwitz and about the responsibility that resulted from the
past are linked to democratic values: “It is part of our basic social consensus to accept this historical
responsibility. It is constitutive for the self-image of our country. Anyone who shakes this foundation
will fail.”2”1 In Yad Vashem, Steinmeier declared: “This Germany will only do itself justice if it lives up
to its historical responsibility: We fight antisemitism! We defy the poison of nationalism! We protect
Jewish lifel We stand by Israel’s side!”272 In his speech at the Holocaust Memorial Service in 2021, he
explained that German Erinnerungskultur (memory culture) concerns not only civil society but is also
a task of the state. Referring to AfD’s the attempts to gain influence on commemorative institutions,
he warned: “anyone who wants to change something about that is laying a hand on the foundations
of this republic.”?’3

The stress on the need to protect democracy is accompanied by a sense of the fragility of democracy,
particularly in the light of recent anti-democratic and antisemitic trends. In her speech in 2021,
Knobloch stated: “We can be proud of our Federal Republic, ladies and gentlemen! But we must
defend it vigorously!” She warned against forgetting the fragility of the past achievements. She also
noted the rise of antisemitism in connection to left wing and Muslim extremism, but identifies the
main threat as coming from the right. She directly addresses members of the AfD: “You will continue
to fight for your Germany. And we will continue to fight for our Germany. I'm telling you: you lost
your fight 76 years ago!”?’* During Knobloch’s speech, the AfD members left the room.

The SZ, FAZ, Die Zeit and taz support this narrative of protecting democracy, and voice criticism of the
AfD. On HMD 2019, the centrist-liberal SZ published a column entitled “Never again? Again! Still,”
which also touched on the ceremony at the Bavarian state parliament. The SZ wrote: “The AfD has
changed the country in an unpleasant way.” Yet the SZ acknowledged that “it has made visible what
was already there before — racism and antisemitism.”?’> The right-wing JF, in contrast, supported
many of the AfD’s claims. In January 2019, the JF published an article vehemently attacking Charlotte
Knobloch after she had condemned the revisionist tendencies within the AfD in the Bavarian state

270 Ibid.

271 Speech by Wolfgang Schauble at the memorial service for the victims of National Socialism at the Bundestag,
January 29, 2020.

272 Speech by Frank-Walter Steinmeier at the World Holocaust Forum “Remembering the Holocaust: Fighting
Antisemitism” at Yad Vashem, January 23, 2020.

273 Speech by Wolfgang Schauble at Bundestag Holocaust memorial service, January 27, 2021; The ceremony
can be watched on the YouTube channel of the Bundestag. Bundestag: Gedenkstunde fiir die Opfer des
Nationalsozialismus

274 Speech by Charlotte Knobloch at the Holocaust memorial service in the Bundestag, January 27, 2021.

275 Heribert Prantl, “Nie wieder? Schon wieder! Immer noch,” Sueddeutsche Zeitung, January 27, 2019.
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parliament. The JF accused Knobloch of “defamation” and “instrumentalizing the memory of the
victims of National Socialism in a disturbing way.” It stated that the AfD is a legitimately elected
member of the democratic state parliament of Bavaria.

Similarly, the JF called Friedlander’s call to defend democracy “theatrical,” and described German
mainstream memorial culture as based on a “cognitive dissonance.”?’® The JF rejected the idea of
German collective guilt and responded to Steinmeier’s critique of the AfD by claiming it constituted
an abuse of his office and an “abuse of an international commemoration and of the defenceless
dead for domestic and party-political purposes.”?’ The JF also noted the AfD’s statement from
January 2020 that it “commemorates ‘all people who were murdered by the criminal Nazi regime”
and is committed to “resolutely defend civilisational achievements, such as the rule of law and a free

7278

democracy, against all enemies, as a refutation of the accusations against the AfD.

Standing by Israel

The obligation to stand by Israel is seen by all speakers as a responsibility that arose from the
Holocaust. Steinmeier stressed this in 2020 in parliament: “And it is also linked to our historical
responsibility for Israel’s existence and security, for nurturing the special German-Israeli relations, for
consolidating this extraordinary friendship, which always remains aware of the historical background
and at the same time is directed toward the future.” Steinmeier called the Israeli president’s presence
in parliament a “sign of solidarity — solidarity between our two countries, between Germany and

III

Israel.” Steinmeier is grateful for this but also sees it as an “obligation to prove ourselves worthy of
the hand that Israel has extended to us, because | know: reconciliation is a grace that we Germans
could not hope for or even expect. But we want to live up to it! President Rivlin: We will not forget!
And we stand by the side of Israel!” He further stated: “Mr. President Rivlin, we want to show Israel
and the world that our country lives up to the newly given trust. That is our task, the task that
memory gives us. So that what may happen, will not happen.”?’® In his speech at Yad Vashem he

spoke on his sense of “grace” and a “gift” to be able to speak there.?&°

In reference to his personal experience of emigration, Friedlander stressed in his speech the right of
Israel to exist as a “basic moral obligation,” especially in the face of rising antisemitism. Friedlander
also expressed concern about rising nationalism around the world. The speech was met with
standing ovations from all factions in parliament. The taz and SZ called Friedlander’s account of
his personal history deeply moving. They also pointed to the absurdity of AfD members joining the

276 Thorsten Hinz, “Die Erinnerungskultur muR sich verdndern,” Junge Freiheit, February 1, 2019.

277 Thorsten Hinz, “Billig und Bdsartig,” Junge Freiheit, January 24, 2020.

278 “AfD: Leid der Opfer des Holocausts nicht vergessen,” Junge Freiheit, January 26, 2020.

279 Steinmeier, Bundestag 2020.
280 Steinmeier, Yad Vashem 2020.
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applause, since they are the ones Friedldnder was warning about.?8! The SZ pointed to “self-evident
facts that are unfortunately no longer self-evident for many”: “Germans are allowed to measure
Israel against its own standards and to criticise the country’s occupation policy, for example, but the

extent and force of some of the criticism speaks of the old hatred.”28?

Defending German memory culture

German Erinnerungskultur [memory culture] is a discursive theme in its own right. The memory of
the Holocaust is understood as a fundamental part of German identity, which must be defended.
Two important perceived challenges appear in HMDs speeches in the period under investigation
here: first, the challenges posed by the rise of nationalism, antisemitism, and anti-democratic
movements. Second, the challenges to memory posed by immigration and the younger generation
of Germans, for whom the history of the Holocaust seems far away.

Steinmeier acknowledges in his speech in the Bundestag in 2020 that anti-democratic movements
“present their Vilkisch, their authoritarian thinking as a vision, virtually as the better answer to
the questions of our time.” This challenge is a test that Germans must pass: “We owe it to our
responsibility before history, to the victims and also to the survivors!” Steinmeier worries that by
now Germans understand the past better than the present and admits the shortcomings of German
memory culture: “We agreed on the lessons of the past and a culture of remembrance that must be
cultivated together in this country. But | fear: our self-assurance was deceptive.”?®3 The president
made similar remarks in his speech at Yad Vashem.?®* Schauble also acknowledged in 2021: “Our
culture of remembrance does not protect us from an audacious reinterpretation or even denial
of history. Nor does it protect against new forms of racism and antisemitism as they spread in
schoolyards, on internet forums or in conspiracy theories.”?®>

Schéuble, Steinmeier and Knobloch agree that antisemitism can be found in different parts of society.
Steinmeier stressed the importance of remembrance to combat present threats, but similarly to
Schauble, he did not name anyone directly:

Of course: our time is not the same time. It is not the same words. It is not same perpetrators.
But it is the same evil. And there remains one answer: Never again! That is why there must
be no end to remembering. This responsibility has been inscribed in the Federal Republic of
Germany from day one. But it tests us — here and today!28®
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Steinmeier referred to this evil also on his visit in Auschwitz in 2020, and added: “that’s why we don’t
just talk about the past here in Auschwitz, but understand it as an enduring responsibility to nip

these things in the bud, also in our country.”28’

The AfD’s stance on the current memory culture is rejected by Die Zeit, taz, SZ and FAZ. The taz
praised Weisband and Knobloch in 2021 as “two strong, fierce speeches by two strong, fierce
women.”?88 The position of the newspapers associated with the AfD is naturally different. A good
illustration of this is the right-wing Junge Freiheit’s response to a speech given by the historian Gotz
Aly in the parliament of the State of Thuringia on January 25, 2019. In his speech, Aly underlined the
vast support the Nazis received from the German population:

In May 1945, many tens of millions of Germans had to be forced to end their work of
hatred, destruction, and self-destruction with harsh military force. They had voted for Hitler,
cheered or tolerated him and fought for him [...] The vast majority of the Landser (soldiers)
considered themselves Herrenmenschen (the master race), especially in Eastern Europe. They
were driven by Nazi conviction, a patriotic sense of duty, national arrogance, and thirst for
adventure or indifference.

After 1945, Aly added, most Germans did not show any regret, but rather “remained silent [...]
destroyed documents and fled into oblivion.” In his speech he also directly criticized the AfD, and

then thanked foreign soldiers for liberating Germans from themselves.?8°

The Junge Freiheit responded:

The AfD should take Aly’s attack as a challenge to counter the taboo and sacralization of the
Nazi era in political discourse with historicization where necessary and to understand the
Holocaust as a gruesome climax in the history of violence and horror of the 20" century set
in motion by Germans — not the Germans — which neither began with the National Socialists
nor ended with them.

Yet the JF is concerned not only with German memory culture, but also with its supposed
inconsistency, considering Germany’s “welcome policy” of Muslim refugees: the abovementioned
article quotes approvingly the late fashion designer Karl Lagerfeld’s criticism of the former German
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s immigration policy: “You cannot kill millions of Jews and then take in

millions of their worst enemies afterwards.”2%9
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However, it is not only the far-right that stresses the present and potential problem of having a
large population of migrants, particularly Muslims. While threats from the right are met by the HMD
speakers with an emphasis on continuity, migration is discussed with an awareness of the need for
change. Steinmeier put it in 2020 as follows:

Today we will have to find new forms of remembrance for a young generation that asks:
What does this past have to do with me, with my life? We will have to give new answers for
young Germans whose parents and grandparents came to us from other countries. “You
have your history, we have ours” cannot and must not be the answer. No, the lessons of
our history can and must be part of the self-image of all Germans, because we all bear
responsibility in the here and now.?°!

This mention of the Germans who are descendent of immigrants and the need to include them
in German memory culture is a new theme in conservative leaders’ speeches on HMD. Schauble
similarly stated in 2021: “We must renew the forms of remembrance. Our collective responsibility
remains. It also includes subsequent generations and Germans whose families came to Germany
only after National Socialism. Let us be aware: the self-image of our country is at stake!”?°?

Yet as mentioned, the focus is often on the antisemitism of these immigrants. On HMD in 2020, for
example, Philipp Amthor, the young, conservative member of the CDU, singled out the antisemitism
of Muslim immigrants in an interview with the German news channel n-tv. Amthor argued that “it
must not be forgotten that antisemitism is particularly strong in cultures shaped by Islam.” The
concerns of the Jewish population regarding migration of recent years should not be neglected.
Amthor stressed: “it must be clear to us that if we rightly expect migrants to conform to our culture
here, then it is also part of this that there is no room for antisemitism among us.” To reiterate,
conforming to German culture here should be understood also as conforming to German memory
culture, which rejects any kind of antisemitism. This perception of Germany as relatively “clean”
of antisemitism except in the case of Muslim immigrants is arguably also what led Amthor, when
asked about the role of neo-Nazi networks in the German military and police forces, to claim that
these institutions should be appreciated as brave guardians of German democracy, while still taking
seriously these aberrations as isolated cases.??3 The JF argued in support of Amthor and repeatedly
claimed that the antisemitic threat from Muslim migrants is neglected.?®* Additionally, the JF accused
Knobloch of dismissing the threat of Islamic antisemitism for reasons of political correctness.?®®
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It is worthwhile to mention in this context the response of the German-Jewish activist and public
intellectual Max Czollek to Steinmeier and Amthor in his comments to the Deutschlandfunk. He
noted that Steinmeier’s speech marks an improvement in comparison to earlier versions of official
memory culture in Germany. However,

[o]n a certain level, he continued to write a narrative, which has become a state-sponsored
narrative in Germany since the Weizsacker speech in 1985, namely that memory always also
means reconciliation [...] | would say that from a Jewish perspective, this remembrance is not
necessarily reconciliation, but first of all the remembrance of the dead.

Furthermore, Czollek rejected the idea that public remembrance would somehow testify for “the
Germans becoming good again” and a new German normalcy. He explained: “lI do not see this
normalcy in Germany. | rather think we should perhaps simply distance ourselves from this need,
from this desire for everything to be normal again.” Regarding the argument that antisemitism in
Germany mainly comes from Muslim immigrants, Czollek wrote:

| consider it a truly outrageous impertinence to state, on the Day of Remembrance of one
of the most horrendous crimes against humanity ever committed, by Germans, explicitly by
Germans, that antisemitism is above all a problem of Muslim culture [...] And that, frankly,
worries me, because a kind of exclusion is being produced here through the utilization of
memory, through the use of the symbolic Jews, of whom it is said, well, you are now the ones
that we protect. And because we are the ones protecting you, everyone has to orientate
themselves to the dominant German culture.?®

As we shall see, the themes of reconciliation and rising antisemitism in German society are indeed
recurring in the public discourse around the Holocaust, and they are entangled with the question
of what it means to be human and to act humanly — during the Holocaust and in contemporary
Germany.

Reconciliation and humanity

Calls to act humanly [menschlich] are recurring in the speeches. Schauble highlighted the importance
of humanity at the end of his speech in 2019: “Remaining a fellow human being — that’s what
matters today too!” Similarly, Friedlander pointed to humanity in his closing words, quoting Hans
von Dohnanyi, who was executed for helping Jews flee and explained his actions with the following
words: “It was just the inevitable walk of a decent human being.”?°” Remembering victims of the
Holocaust not just as numbers but as human beings is at the forefront of the memorial service in
the Bundestag through the invitation of survivors to share their stories and by naming those who
perished and telling their stories. President Steinmeier spoke of the “gift” of an Israeli accompanying

296 “Warum muss die Pointe des Erinnerns immer Verséhnung sein?” Interview with Max Czollek, Deutschlandfunk
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him, a German, to Auschwitz and to his speech in the Bundestag, filling him with “deep humility.”2%%
He asked how he can claim that Germans have understood in the face of the current antisemitic
trends.

Humanity is a central theme also in Steinmeier’s speech in Yad Vashem. He stressed the humanity
of the victims, but also noted that the German perpetrators were humans as well.?°? Steinmeier’s
emphasis on humanity implies both agency and fragility: “Every peace remains fragile. And as human
beings, we remain seducible.” This is also stressed by Schauble in 2020: “Auschwitz reminds us how
seducible we humans are, how fragile our civilization is, how quickly our humanistic substance is

damaged; how vulnerable its ethical foundation remains if we do not defend it.”390

Taking responsibility allows for the “miracle of reconciliation,” as Steinmeier put it. Reconciliation is
a key aspect in Germany’s dealing with the past. It marks the aspiration to reconcile with Nazism'’s
victims, not only the Jews but also the French, the Poles and others. These efforts are seen in
Germany as “best-practices” of overcoming divisions of the past and as a model for moderating
other inter-state conflicts. Steinmeier explained:

Seventy-five years after the liberation of Auschwitz, | stand before you all as the German
President, burdened with great historical guilt. But at the same time, | am filled with
gratitude: for the outstretched hand of the survivors, for the new trust of people in Israel
and throughout the world, for the renewed blooming of Jewish life in Germany. | am filled
with the spirit of reconciliation that has shown Germany and Israel, Germany, Europe and the
countries of the world a new, peaceful path.3°!

Weisband and Knobloch, however, partly challenged this “humanist” and universalist framework
and stressed the particular Jewish perspective in their speeches in 2021: “To just be human is the
privilege of those who have nothing to fear due to their birth,” said Weisband. She described feeling
welcomed in Germany but also the struggle of identity and the reality of needing police protection:
“To be Jewish in Germany means to carry within oneself, by one’s very existence, the memories
of the Shoah and modern antisemitism, of guilt and reconciliation.” She described Jewish life in
Germany as “ambivalent, full of community and solidarity, full of fear and frustration.” Weisband
hinted at the need for a bigger societal change: “We are the ones who must build a new society
under the portraits of our grandparents and great-grandparents. One in which perhaps, someday, a
Jewish culture can be lived and treated as a simple matter of course. And then, indeed, we can just

be people.”302
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Knobloch started her speech by stating that she was a proud German, just like her family, which did
not protect them from persecution and deportation. She talked about her youth and the exclusion
and separation from her family. Unlike other speakers, when remembering deportations from
Munich she spoke not simply of Jews but of “Jewish Munich residents.” She then added that “it
is not just a matter of protecting Jewish people. Because where antisemitism has a place, every
form of hatred can spread. Racism, homophobia, misogyny, contempt for humanity of every stripe.
The fight against it is a fight for human dignity, for democracy, for unity, for justice and justice and

freedom.”303

For Weisband and Knobloch, it seems, humanity and reconciliation are goals to be achieved rather
than an existing reality in relations between Jews and Germany. Their achievement depends on
creating a society where not only Jews feel safe, but their presence and participation as Jews in
German society is perceived as a natural part of German life; where the fight against antisemitism is
perceived as a fight for Germany rather than for Jews; and is part of a broader and “intersectional”
struggle against group-hatred and for equality and freedom.

The particular Jewish experience and the universal human experience are thus hard to separate,
particularly in light of the historical significance of the Holocaust. In his speech in 2021 Schauble
stated: “we commit ourselves to protect Jewish life in Germany from attack; to pass on the memory
of the Zivilisationsbruch (civilizational breach) of the Shoah.” Schauble further stressed the desire
to have Jews express their Jewishness safely in Germany “as a natural part of our common diverse
country.”3%* The idea of civilizational breach speaks to the unprecedentedness of the Holocaust, as
an event that shuttered the norms and moral imperatives that had been accepted as part of Western
civilization, and in fact human civilization as a whole. Yet how can one reconcile reconciliation and
while at the same time keeping this monumental event
and its meaning alive in German memory? Such questions were only exacerbated with the violent
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taking Jewish life in Germany as “natura

attacks against Jewish communities that took place in Germany in recent years, of which we chose
to focus on the shooting attack in Halle.

Halle synagogue shooting

On October 9, 2019, a heavily armed man drove up to the synagogue in Halle and opened fire on the
door of the synagogue. Around 50 people were inside, marking the Jewish holiday of Yom Kippur.
After the shooter failed to enter the synagogue, he killed a woman passing by and drove away, then
opened fire on a kebab shop and killed a customer. He attempted to flee, shot and injured two more
people and finally collided with a truck. The attacker was then arrested by the police. The attacker
streamed the attack on the streaming platform twitch. In the livestream, the attacker denied the
Holocaust and blamed Jews for feminism and for mass immigration into Germany. Before the attack
he uploaded an antisemitic manifesto in English, in which he called on other white men to kill Jews.

303 Speech delivered by Dr (h.c.) Charlotte Knobloch at the German Bundestag on 27 January 2021.

304 Schéauble, Bundestag 2021.
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The livestream and the manifesto resembled the form of online games.3%> The attacker had become
radicalized on online platforms, where he was in contact with what he called other “discontented
white men.”

Eight days later, the Bundestag held a planned debate. Thirteen Bundestag members from all parties
gave speeches.3% The discussion revolved around the necessity of new laws, security issues and
prevention measures, as well as the AfD’s role in the rise of antisemitism in Germany.

Breach of promise

During the debate in the Bundestag, all speakers tried to demonstrate their efforts to take action.
Minister of Justice, Christine Lambrecht (SPD), Interior Minister Horst Seehofer (CDU) and Thorsten
Frei (CDU) stressed the efforts that had been made thus far in fighting antisemitism. Speaking for
the opposition, the Linke, the Griine and AfD blamed the governing parties for their inactivity in past
years. FDP Secretary General Linda Teuteberg condemned the competition about who did or said
what in the past, stressing the need to take responsibility for Jewish life now.3%’

The phrase “never again” was repeated several times in the Bundestag debate: Christoph Bernstiel
(CDU) said: “It’s for all of us to show now how serious we are when we say ‘never again’”.3%¢ Seehofer
stated: “I will do everything — and the entire federal government — to ensure that Jews can live in
our country without threat and without fear. That is what is behind the phrase ‘Never Again’.”3%°
Petra Sitte from the Linke party added: “German history has shown what comes after silence and
therefore | tell you clearly: never again fascism.”31° Thorsten Frei (CDU) talked about the pride
and happiness Germans should feel that Jewish life in Germany is possible after the Holocaust.
Karamba Diaby (SPD) pointed to practices of commemoration in his hometown Halle: Jewish life is
closely connected to the active community of the town, which will not change by an attack. “We
will continue to participate in the March of the Living together with the Jewish community and
commemorate the pogrom crimes of 1938. We will continue to take care of the Stolpersteine on our

streets every year and in the upcoming week we will celebrate the Jewish culture days [Kulturtage].”3!1

305 Within the antifascist memory culture in Germany, it is an emerging trend to avoid publishing the name of
the perpetrators of such attacks, because they themselves try to become celebrities by committing these
crimes, that is to “make a name for themselves,” thereby becoming visible models for others who follow in their
footsteps. The livestreaming underlines this goal. For them to become memes in the public discourse is part of
their terrorist strategy [M.H.].
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As one can see, the different speakers immediately linked the antisemitic attack to the memory
of the Holocaust and to Germany’s obligation to protect Jewish life in Germany. “Never again,” for
German public figures, means not only preventing another genocide, but preventing any kind of
attack against the Jews in Germany. The failure to prevent such attacks is perceived not only as a
failure to employ sufficient security measures, but as a break of Germany’s promise to its Jewish
citizens and to Jews around the world, and as a failure of German memory culture itself. Accordingly,
the measures proposed in the parliamentary discussion are not primarily public safety measures,
but educational and commemorative ones. Nadine Schon (CDU), for example, argued that it was
particularly important to invest in education and in getting better insight into right-wing extremism.

312

Karamba Diaby (SPD) similarly demanded the strengthening of political and media education,>** and

so did other speakers. Petra Sitte (Linke) noted succinctly: “It is not a security policy issue, it is not a

domestic policy issue. It is a socio-political issue.”313

In the same spirit, the SZ called the Halle attack a “breach of a state promise,” the promise of safety
made to Jews who stayed in Germany or came back to Germany after the Shoah.3™ Norbert Frei
wrote a guest column in the SZ that the assassination effectively “calls into question the foundations
of our democracy that has grown for 70 years.” The Taz agreed with Frei, claiming that the calm only
a few weeks after the attack “shows how much the claim that is being repeated like a mantra that
Germany has come to terms with National Socialism and the Shoah is the Federal Republic’s biggest
lifelong lie.”31> CDU Secretary General Paul Ziemiak wrote in a guest column for the FAZ: “After the
end of National Socialist barbarism, the ‘Never again!’ has been burned into the collective memory,
has become part of our Federal German state narrative.”3'® Most newspapers also stressed the

importance of better education in the prevention of such antisemitic and racist violence.3!’

The troubling contribution of the internet and particularly social media platforms to radicalization
was also an important theme in the newspapers under examination. The FAZ even spoke of the

“murder from the meme-machinery”3!8: “The net provides the ‘lone wolves’ among the terrorists

7319

with everything they need to transform themselves into killing machines, and “terror becomes

|II

digital.” This is the real challenge to democracy and “all representatives of the political spectrum

are required to change something in this dangerous discourse situation and not just the party of
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the New Right.”3%0 Dje Zeit also stressed these “dark corners of the Internet” as “the habitat of [the

shooter] Balliet,” against which the police are overwhelmed and helpless.3?!

The AfD and antisemitism

Several speakers pointed to the AfD as being partly responsible for this attack because of their
nationalist and racist positions. The immediate trigger for the attack on the AfD was an incident
involving Stephan Brandner from the AfD, who served as a chairman of the Bundestag’s Legal
Affairs Committee. Brandner had shared a tweet asking why politicians were “hanging around with
candles in mosques and synagogues” after the attack, despite the fact that the two fatalities had
been Germans — thus suggesting being Jewish or Muslim and being German are mutually exclusive.
Brandner argued in his defence that the dissemination of a tweet was not the same as supporting
it. In the debate, Schauble called Brandner’s behaviour “intolerable.” Those who try to “further
test the limits of decency” by spreading such tweets are placing themselves “outside the basic
consensus on which our democratic order is based.” Schauble added: “That applies all the more to
members of this House.” Seehofer addressed the AfD parliamentary group leader directly: “Dear
Mr. Gauland, | simply ask you to distance yourself from such statements.”322

The AfD defended itself against this criticism and pointed to antisemitism coming from Muslims and
the liberal media instead. Gauland condemned the attacks but rejected the accusations that the
AfD contributed to a climate in which such attacks can happen: “As long as a member of the federal
government can say that the AfD is the political arm of right-wing terrorism, | won’t apologize for
anything here.” Gauland was referring to a statement by Michael Roth (SPD), Minister of State at
the Foreign Office, who had said, “The political arm of right-wing terrorism sits in the German
Bundestag and in the state parliaments. And it is the AfD.”3?3 Gauland stated in response that the
“welcome culture” of 2015 and the acceptance of foreign people into the country has led to massive
radicalisation and division in society. He also criticized “selective commemoration” and asked where
the vigil has been for the Jews attacked by Muslims: “the selective consternation gives the impression
that the vigils are not for Jewish victims, but rather for the appropriate perpetrators, if they fit the
political interest to bring them up against us.”32* Referring to the attack on the Breitscheidplatz in
2016, when a Muslim asylum seeker drove a truck into a Christmas market in Berlin, killing and
injuring dozens of people, Gauland added: “If we are supposed to be the political arm of right-wing
terrorism in Parliament, as one Minister of State said, then you would be the political arm of Islamist
terror in this country.”32°
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Beatrix von Storch of the AfD rejected any political instrumentalization of the victims and stated that
the “established” parties failed in preventing the formation of terrorist groups. She mentioned the
1970 murders in Munich and the hijacking of the Landshut (Lufthansa Flight 181 that was hijacked
in October 1977 by members of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine), and argued that
antisemitism in Germany mainly comes from the liberal left: “You’re pointing with one finger to the
AfD but three fingers are pointing back to you.”3%® The JF similarly stated that other sights of terror
such as the Breitscheidplatz were not immediately visited by the chancellor and other victims did not
receive condolences. According to JF the representatives from CDU, SPU, Grinen and Linke were
using the attack for “tactical party defamation,” of which they usually accuse the AfD.32”

We see in this discussion what is probably an inevitable result of German memory culture and the
understanding of antisemitism as a threat not only to Jews but to German identity and democracy
itself: accusing rival parties of encouraging or contributing to the rise in antisemitism is a prominent
part of the political struggle in Germany. This is not to say that it serves only as a political tool: there
is no reason to doubt the sincerity of the speakers that they share a genuine concern about the rise
in antisemitism; yet they are particularly invested in emphasizing the way the politics of their rivals
promotes antisemitism. This has become particularly apparent since the growth of the AfD’s political
power and public visibility, on the one hand, and the refugee crisis of the last decade, on the other.
These developments are of course tightly connected: the AfD largely built its power on its criticism
of Merkel’s refugee policy. As we have already seen, these two developments are also seen as the
two primary challenges to the dominant memory culture, and therefore to Germany’s very identity.

A similar debate took place in the newspapers under investigation here. The liberal Die Zeit argued
that the attacker was not alone and pointed to the danger of the spread of racist and antisemitic
ideology through the AfD: “It is the direct juxtaposition of his antisemitism with ideas that are now
widespread among AfD supporters.” Moreover, it acknowledged that it appeared in all sectors of
society: “Antisemitism, like racism, exists in many. It is not a matter of keeping quiet about it, but of
asking ourselves where its poison works in us.”328 The rightist JF, in contrast, described the shooter an
“obviously crazy fanatic.”32° The leftist Junge Welt saw the attack as part of a broader intensification
of “fascist violence” in Germany33° and declared capitalism to be the main reason for this:

[Hostility to humanity] characterizes the profit system, in which the elbow counts more and
more and empathy less and less. And here — as bitter as it is — lies the link between the
murderous crime and the dull everyday racism that afflicts so many. The latter does not
come of its own accord but is the result of permanent mass manipulation.33!
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The JW also published an article on antisemitism on the left concluding: “The left made mistakes
(which it must work through with today’s level of knowledge); the right is the mistake.”332 This is a
succinct expression of the way each side on the political spectrum contrasts the antisemitism within
its own political camp with the others: the kind of antisemitism that exists on “our” side is a mistake
committed by individuals; the antisemitism that exists on “their” side is pervasive and built into the
very core of their ideology.

Resolution on “Recognition of so-called ‘a-socials’ and ‘professional criminals’ as
victims of the Nazi regime”333

From 1933 to 1945, tens of thousands of people were defined by the Nazi regime as “a-social” (Asozial)
and “professional criminals” (Berufsverbrecher) and were subsequently excluded from German
society, forcibly sterilized, incarcerated in concentration camps and murdered. In the camps, the
prisoners were marked with black and green triangles. Their persecution was based on Nazi racial
doctrines, yet they never received official recognition as victims of the Nazi regime. In post-war
German society, these victims and their descendants often faced further ongoing stigmatization and
were faced with accusations of having been “rightfully imprisoned” in the concentration camps. In
recent decades, their marginalization has been challenged by activists, researchers and by particular
memorial institutions, such as the concentration camp Gedenkstdtte Flossenbiirg Memorial (Bavaria)
and the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe (Berlin).334

Against this backdrop, the German parliament held a third and final plenary debate and vote on
four resolutions to fully recognize the so-called “a-socials” and “professional criminals” as victims of
the Nazi regime on February 13, 2020.33> All four resolutions, presented by different parliamentary
factions, shared the basic understanding that the notion of anyone having been “rightfully imprisoned
in a concentration camp” is untenable and unacceptable in a modern, democratic Germany facing
its past. The resolutions all called for the rehabilitation of the formerly marginalized victims and
the installment of reparation payments for those few still alive today. Furthermore, the resolutions
stated the need to increase public awareness and to better represent those persecuted as “a-socials”
and “professional criminals” in Germany’s culture of remembrance. Those goals are to be achieved
through additional funding of scholarly research, exhibitions, and educational resources on the topic.

The debate concluded with a vote on the resolutions. The resolution presented by the governing
coalition of the Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU) and the Social Democrats (SPD) was adopted with
the votes of all parties, except for the AfD, who generally abstained from voting on the issue and did
not present an alternative resolution. The resolutions individually drafted by the opposition Green
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Party, Die Linke and the Liberal Democrats (FDP) did not gain a parliamentary majority. However,
this should not be understood as an expression of disagreement on the subject but rather as a
reflection of general discord in current German legislative practice: due to considerations of voter
opinion and power relations in the state parliament of Thuringia, the governing conservative CDU
opposed any cooperation with Die Linke in the federal legislative process and abstained from voting
favorably on any resolution presented by the left. Throughout the discussion of February 13, the
opposition thus criticized the CDU for what they perceived to be a blocking of a comprehensive
parliamentary consensus. As this discursive event provides a particularly interesting perspective on
the ongoing development of German memory culture, we present it and the positions taken by the
different speakers in some detail.

The first speaker in the debate was Melanie Bernstein of the governing CDU/CSU, member of the
parliamentary Committee on Culture and Media. She began her speech with two remarks on the
first resolution on the issue presented by the Green party in 2018. Bernstein rejected the Green
party’s claim that “74 years after the liberation of Auschwitz the suffering of the victims is not known
in public,” and referred to the extensive research done on marginalized victim groups of National
Socialism in the last decade. Secondly, Bernstein stressed the CDU’s “fundamental difference in the
understanding of the mechanism of memorial culture in Germany,” insofar as the CDU emphasizes
the freedom of memorial museums in choosing their focus of research and exhibitions. Bernstein
then stated that there was no doubt within the CDU that those persecuted as so-called “a-socials”
and “professional criminals” deserve recognition as victims of the Nazi regime. She stressed the
need to increase public knowledge on the fate of these victim groups, to fully recognize the victims
and for parliamentary action to promote both historical research and educational programs.

Bernstein also stressed the unity of the different parties except for the AfD on the issue. Directly
turning to the AfD members, she criticized the AfD’s position that “professional criminals” should not
be recognized as victims as the SS had often appointed them as Kapos in the concentration camps.
She noted the arbitrariness of the Nazi category of “a-socials” and stressed that those determined
to be “professional criminals” by the Nazis were incarcerated in the camps without any legal basis.
Furthermore, she referred to the inclusion of the victim groups in the Nazi’s exterminatory policy of
an “annihilation through work” (Vernichtung durch Arbeit). On the same basis she rejected the AfD’s
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insistence on the need for a case-by-case decision on reparation for “a-social” victims.

The AfD’s speaker Marc Jongen, who is seen by many as the “party philosopher” or “thought
leader” responded, first, by recognizing the fact that “professional criminals” were murdered in the
concentration camps. However, he stated:

It is completely out of the question, that anyone — without exception anyone, who got into
the barbaric penal- and extermination system of the National Socialists received justice. The
question is a different one here: Are all concentration camp inmates really to be placed on
the same level? Or does a morally sensible judgment require a differentiation here?
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Jongen argued that the “professional criminals” were often assigned as Kapos in the camps and
therefore became complicit with the perpetrators of the SS. He then quoted the testimony of a
Holocaust survivor that recounted the violence exerted by such Kapos. Jongen partly admitted the
arbitrariness of the Nazi category of “a-socials” and noted that he saw them as different from the
“professional criminals.” In the case of the latter, he argued that a case-by-case decision on their
recognition as victims is necessary. Therefore, the AfD opposes a “general recognition [of them] as a
victim group,” and certainly objected placing them on the same level as Jews or political prisoners.
He then went on to accuse the other parties of falsely comparing the AfD to the Nazis: “You are
thereby not only insulting us, but you are also downplaying the Nazis and ridicule their victims with
your lunatic comparisons, and you are instrumentalizing the victims for your current party politics.”

Marinne Schieder of the governing Social Democrats (SPD) began her speech with her personal
experience attending the inauguration of Stolpersteine for Nazi victims persecuted as “a-socials” close
to Alexanderplatz earlier that day. She stressed the arbitrariness of Nazi categories and the unlawful
practice of “protective custody,” and then turned to the AfD members: “Enlightened democrats
recognize all people tortured and murdered in the concentration camps as victim of the Nazi state
of injustice. [...] The AfD does not belong to these enlightened democrats. They demonstrated this
once more today, otherwise such statements as presented here today by Mr. Jongen would not have
been made.” Schieder also referred to the efforts made by the Memorial for the Murdered Jews of
Europe to commemorate these victims and spoke about the need for a travelling exhibition on the
issue discussed — a proposal featured in the resolution of the SPD/CDU/CSU — as best suited to raise
public awareness of the marginalized victim groups. This suggestion seems to build on the success
of the Wehrmacht travelling exhibition in the early 1990s that sparked a nation-wide discussion on
the Wehrmacht’s participation in mass atrocities during WWII. At the same time, Schieder noted
that contrary to the claims of the AfD, the proposed resolution would not place the reparations for
these victim groups under the same status as the reparations for victims of the Holocaust. Schieder
concluded by quoting Dachau survivor Max Mannheimer’s words that the current generation of
Germans “is not responsible for what happened, but responsible that it never happens again,” and
stated that part of accomplishing this is to ensure that no single group of victims shall be forgotten.

Hartmut Ebbing spoke for the liberal FDP. Like many of the written resolutions, he took Auschwitz as a
point of reference. He argued that the resolutions show how the past is still an unresolved issue that
shapes current action and stated that the obligation ‘never again!” “needs to be reflected in our daily
acts!” He presented himself as “speaking from deep shame” that while the inclusion of further victim
groups into Germany’s official culture of remembrance is “self-evident” and restitution is necessary,
this recognition comes too late and the crimes committed are so enormous that “no appropriate
restitution” is possible anyway. He stated that the recognition of the marginalized victims is too
important to stubbornly stick to party directives, openly attacking the CDU here. Lastly, Ebbing
turned vehemently against all “sceptics and those with historical amnesia” (Geschichtsvergessene),
referring to the AfD. He concluded that there could be no closure on the Nazi past, referring to
decade-long attempts, especially from the right, to call for such a closure on dealing with the Nazi
past and to get Germany out of the “politics of shame.” He then called for extended funding for
historical research and commemorative institutions.
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Petra Pau of Die Linke, Vice President of parliament who is known to be very active on matters
of memory politics, spoke next. Connecting the current debate to Holocaust Remembrance Day
marked two weeks before, Pau stated that remembrance is not only important for its own sake but
for making sure that “such barbary is never to repeat itself.” Pau took a broader view of the crimes
of the Nazi regime and stressed that all social strata were affected by the terror of the regime, yet
she distinguished the Holocaust and the genocide against the Roma people as the worst crimes
the Nazi regime committed. She then stated that the recognition of marginalized victim groups is
necessary and overdue, stressing the neglect of those victims in both the remembrance culture of
former West Germany and the GDR. Pau also stressed the need to raise awareness of the persisting
tendencies to racism toward certain social groups, social Darwinist thinking and preventive criminal
prosecution in Germany today. Die Linke’s draft of the resolution also stressed these continuities.
Pau then drew a sharp line between the “democratic parties” and the AfD, stating: “We are resisting
the attempts of the AfD to create concentration camp victims of first and second order. That is
preposterous.” Pau concluded by stressing the immediate need for action: “that’s what we owe to
the victims of the Nazi’s, but also to ourselves.”

Erhard Grundl of the Green party noted that sexually and socially deviant women in particular,
were singled-out and considered “a-social” by the Nazis — a point his party also stressed in their
resolution proposal. Grundl referred to the underlying ideological pillars of the Nazi regime,
including exclusionary folk community thinking (Volksgemeinschaftsdenken) and social racism. He
also stressed the cooperation of the local German population and the state institutions in such
ideological thinking and the persecution of the so called “a-socials.” He then argued that a shared
resolution would pay tribute to the victims and their descendants, “as a clear sign against hatred and
group-focused enmity. Back then as well as today. As a sign against anyone calling for a final closure
on the coming to terms with National Socialism.” Grundl was the only speaker who made a direct
reference to the increase in violence against minorities today. He concluded with a statement made
also by other speakers, that “no one was rightfully in the concentration camp,” and criticized the
AfD for their call for a case-by-case analysis as evidence that the AfD’s mindset is closer to the logic
of the perpetrators than to the victims’.

The last speaker in the debate, Dr. Volker Ulrich of the CDU/CSU, stressed that this debate was
important to reinstate a voice and face to those victims of the Nazi regime who have been neglected
and stigmatized. At the same time, he stressed the absolute singularity of the Holocaust: “There
must be no relativization of the absolute guilt of the Holocaust. Of the genocide of the Jewesses and
Jews and the Sinti and Roma people. And each victim group deserves its own distinct consideration.”
He argued that victims should not be “played out against each other” as the AfD attempt to do, and
called the AfD hypocrites for their connection to the extreme right wing, Thuringian party head
Bjorn Hocke, who had called for a “remembrance political U-turn” (“erinnerungspolitische Wende”).
He stated that most German citizens want to work through the past and emphasized the importance
of further funding for commemorative institutions and civil society organizations who contribute to
this effort. He concluded with a classical conservative reference: the resolution discussed here is
important to pay respect to Germany’s constitution, which developed out of the experiences of the
Nazi past.
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We see in this discussion how German memory culture is being expanded to include more victim
groups. The official recognition of those the Nazis defined as “a-socials” and “professional criminals”
and the commitment to their commemoration and to paying reparations is particularly remarkable
because it points to the way German memory culture is increasingly recognizing victims of the
Nazis that have been marginalized and stigmatized until very recently. Yet this expansion of German
memory culture is happening without diminishing the unique status the Holocaust has in German
public discourse and identity, but rather through building on this memory to extend recognition
to other victim groups. Here too, we also see how the AfD, on the one hand, accepts the general
framework of Nazi criminality and the need to grant recognition to its victims, and at the same time
attempts to minimize this recognition — and through it the expansion of German memory culture
— through its reservations. It is also remarkable that the AfD does this by manipulating Holocaust
memory: namely by claiming that collective recognition and reparations means relativization of the
Holocaust and the diminishing of its unique status.

Yet the challenge to this expansion of German memory culture does not come only from the AfD.
Surprisingly almost none of the national newspapers examined in this study covered this parliamentary
discussion. Only the leftist taz published one article a day before it took place, in which the author
strongly supported the decision to recognize the formerly marginalized victim group and criticized the
reservations by the AfD and some voices in the CDU.33¢ Further articles during that week consisted
of broader essays on German memorial culture — without explicitly taking up the recognition of the
“a-socials” —and some follow-up articles on Holocaust Memorial Day and the discussion around the
Jewish Museum in Berlin. It could be that the parliamentary debate was overshadowed by debates
over the anniversary of the bombing of Dresden. Be that as it may, it seems to indicate that the
recognition of these marginalized victim groups still attracts much less attention among the German
public.

The BDS debate

On May 17, 2019, the Bundestag accepted a joint motion by CDU/CSU, SPD, FDP, and the Green
party entitled “resolutely oppose the BDS movement —fight antisemitism.” BDS stands for “Boycott,
Disinvestment, Sanctions” and calls for a boycott of Israeli goods and a cessation of investments in
Israel. The BDS movement demands an end to the occupation of the West Bank, the Golan Heights
and East Jerusalem, full equality for Palestinian citizens of Israel, and a right of return to Israel for
Palestinian refugees and their descendants.

The Bundestag resolution states: “The German Bundestag condemns all antisemitic statements and
attacks, which are formulated as supposed criticism of the policy of the State of Israel, but are in fact
expressions of hatred towards Jewish people and their religion, and will resolutely oppose them.”
The resolution condemns the BDS campaign and the call for boycott of Israeli goods, companies,
scientists, artists and athletes; and declares that no events by organizations that express antisemitic
views or questions Israel’s right to exist are to be held in facilities under federal administration,

336 Kevin Culina, “Nicht langer 'asozial',” taz, December 2, 2020.
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and no organization that question Israel’s right to exist should be financially supported, nor should
projects that call for a boycott of Israel or that actively support the BDS movement. States, cities,
and municipalities are called upon to join this stance.®3” As parliament’s scientific services made
clear in 2020, the resolution provides no legal basis for restrictions. The motion was criticised in
advance. A letter by 240 Jewish and Israeli academics opposing the resolution received considerable
attention.

Die Linke and AfD each submitted an alternative motion. “Condemn BDS Movement — Protect the
Existence of the State of Israel,” submitted by the AfD proposed a ban on the BDS movement in
Germany and the cessation of all federal funds to groups that are part of the movement. This was
to apply particularly to financial support for BDS-related NGOs by party-affiliated foundations. Die
Linke’s motion, “Reject BDS Movement — Promote Peaceful Solution in the Middle East,” rejects the
BDS movement, but aims to promote voices of the Israeli left and civil society that argue for a two-
state solution. The motions of the AfD and Die Linke were only supported by their own parliamentary
groups. The AfD abstained in the vote on the joint proposal of the other parties. Most Die Linke
members rejected the majority motion, and some members chose abstention. The majority of the
Grlne party voted in favor, some abstained, and some voted against. Before the vote, a discussion
was held in parliament.338

Several speakers referred to the historic responsibility that arose from the Holocaust to show
solidarity with Israel. Sebastian Brehm (CDU) stated that “Germany bears a historical responsibility
that is part of Germany’s justification as a state [Staatsrdson].” Bijan Djir-Sarai (FDP) noted that not
accepting antisemitism was both “a question of Germany’s historical responsibility” and “a question
of dignity and decency.”3*° Axel Miiller (CDU) spoke of the “infinite responsibility resulting from our
history,” which “requires us to refrain from and prevent anything that is antisemitic or even gives the
impression that it could become antisemitic.”349 Djir-Sarai also emphasized that “Israel is the only
state in the Middle East that upholds democracy,”3*! and Omid Nouripour (Griinen) similarly stated:
“We are on the side of democrats everywhere and, of course, also on the side of those in Israel.”34?
Some Bundestag members also drew parallels between the BDS movement and Nazi actions toward
Jews. Christian Lange (SPD) said the “Boycott Israel” signs held by BDS activists outside department
stores are “indeed reminiscent of Germany’s darkest times.”3*3 Djir-Sarai likewise stated that some

337 Deutscher Bundestag: Drucksache 19/10191 — Antrag: Antrag der Fraktionen CDU/CSU, SPD, FDP und BUNDNIS
90/DIE GRUNEN: Der BDS-Bewegung entschlossen entgegentreten — Antisemitismus bekdmpfen — May 15, 2019,
2.

338 Debate on the “Boycott Divestment Sanctions”-Movement (BDS) at the German Bundestag, May 17, 2019,
Bundestag Plenary protocol 19/102.
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of the BDS campaigns “are reminiscent of the darkest times in our history.”3*4 The AfD was more
explicit by citing Henrik M. Broder, a well-known commentator and author who made a drastic shift
from the left to the right during his career: “BDS supporters are preparing the Final Solution to the
Jewish Question — this time in the Middle East.”3%

A particular object of concern was the BDS movement’s boycott of the Eurovision Song Contest (ESC),
which was held in the same week. Moreover, BDS activists changed the emblem of the competition,
adding barbed wire and SS symbols dividing the heart in the middle. Referring to this action, Djir-Sarai
stated: “We cannot and must not accept such clear signs of antisemitism in Germany.”34® Nouripour
argued that boycotting an event of international understanding speaks volumes about the character
of the BDS movement. About the SS symbols he added: “This kind of equating of Israeli politics with
the crimes that existed under the Nazis against Jews [...] goes well beyond [legitimate] criticism of
the Israeli government. That is simply cynical and inhuman.”3#’ Braun said the BDS movement uses
words for the ESC boycott that are “fatally reminiscent of the Third Reich. This is pure leftist hostility

to Jews.”348

Here too, we see how closely linked the discourse on antisemitism is with the discourse on the
Holocaust. Not only do speakers from across the political spectrum see a unique German obligation
that emanates from the Holocaust to fight any form of contemporary antisemitism, but some also
draw parallels between the BDS movement and the Nazis. The AfD’s particular bluntness in drawing
these parallels serves to support their emphasis on left wing and Islamic forms of antisemitism
and to position themselves as friends of Israel and thus distance themselves from accusations
of antisemitism. As JUrgen Braun (AfD) put it, the AfD is “the party of the friends of Israel in this
parliament,”349
also argued that the German Federal Government “still votes in the UN with the Jew-haters of this
world against Israel.”3>! However, Heike Hansel (Linke) cited the President of the Central Council of
Jews: “One does not need false friends like that.”3>> Nouripour (Greens) similarly claimed that “it is

more than transparent that with this motion and with this rhetoric you are actually only trying to
7353

and “antisemitism today comes from the left, and it comes from Islam.”3>% Braun

blur the shabby way in which you deal with the darkest times of our history.
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Opinions in the analyzed media about the resolution differed from the positions taken by the
Bundestag members. Overall, the resolution was judged as counterproductive. The taz stated that
discussions about the conflict in the Middle East are made harder by the resolution and that it
might allow supporters of the Israeli right to put pressure on German aid organisations abroad.3>*
Furthermore, the “panic” around the BDS movement distracts from the real antisemitic threat: neo-
Nazis.3> The taz published an article about the criticism of 240 Jewish and Israeli academics of the
Bundestag resolution. This article became a subject of a controversy related to the Jewish Museum
Berlin (JMB). Without the director’s knowledge, the museum’s press office recommended reading
the taz article under the hashtag #mustread. The tweet quoted from the letter but without the
quotation marks: “The parliamentarians’ decision does not help in the fight against antisemitism.”
In this way, the tweet was understood as an inappropriate expression of the museum’s view. The
tweet was criticized by the Israeli ambassadors to Germany and the U.S., as well as the Central
Council of Jews in Germany. The Council stated in a tweet that the Jewish Museum seemed to be
“completely out of control” and asked whether the designation “Jewish” was still appropriate for the
museum.3>® In June 2019, the director of the museum, Peter Schifer, resigned.

The FAZ considered the resolution to be ineffective: a report written in December 2020 noted that
through the disinvitation of members of various Israeli-Palestinian dialogue groups to an event
organized by the Bavarian branch of the Protestant Academy, “and other intimidation, disinvitations
and slurs, the fight against BDS has brought about a much more effective boycott against Jews than
BDS itself could ever have done.”3>” The FAZ was concerned that the parliament gave the AfD the
opportunity to present itself as the party of “saviours of Jews.”3>® Yet the FAZ also published an
article by Anna Prizkau, who welcomed action being taken against antisemitism instead of ritualised
repetition of phrases, and stated that the criticism is coming from places in the world where
antisemitism is not as strong a threat for Jews as it is in Germany.3>°

The SZ published different perspectives but overall seemed to welcome the resolution: “The
Bundestag’s decision will not silence the calls for a boycott. No one expects it to. The decisive factor
is that the red line remains visible.”3®0 It also published an interview with the German Jewish historian
Oren Osterer, in which he pointed to the fact that the effects of BDS are felt differently in Germany
and stated that the line is drawn when the existence of the state of Israel is questioned.?®* Another
SZ author stated: “Whoever wants to win [immigrants] over to Germany’s special responsibility for
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Israel must remain open to the pain of everyone.”3%? The SZ took particular interest in the Initiative
GG 5.3 Weltoffenheit. This initiative by public cultural and scientific institutions in Germany spoke out
for the freedom of art and science, research and teaching, referencing the corresponding article No.
5.3 of the German constitution. It opposed the BDS movement as well as the possibility of political
abuse of the accusations of antisemitism, which they identified in the Bundestag resolution on BDS.
The SZ interviewed Thomas Oberender, Artistic Director of the Berliner art festival and supporter of
the Initiative GG 5.3 Weltoffenheit. About the Jewish Museum Berlin, the SZ wrote: “No one should
control and discipline museum directors.”363

The Die Zeit judged the BDS resolution to be counter-productive in the fight against antisemitism.
It accused the resolution of creating “a climate of legal uncertainty,” leading to institutions
having to think less about “the quality of a project, but rather about the political stance of those
involved in the Middle East conflict.” Finally, “we should take the will of the institutions united in
this initiative seriously to keep the spaces open for a democratic and also self-critical debate.” Die
Zeit also argued: “It is worse to call someone an antisemite than to be one.”3% Yet Die Zeijt also
published an interview with Berlin’s Senator of the Interior Andreas Geisel, who called the BDS
movement antisemitic.3%> The leftist Junge Welt published a number of calls protesting the BDS
resolution. This included the “Bielefeld Initiative against the erosion of democratic rights,”3%¢ as
well as the “Ecumenical Declaration” supported by groups such as the Jewish Palestinian dialogue
group Munich,3®” and by Initiative GG 5.3 Weltoffenheit.3%® Moreover, in 2020 the JW published an
interview with the activist Aitak Barani, in which the demand for a “free Palestine from the Jordan
River to the Mediterranean Sea” was defended.3®° Similarly, it published an interview with Wieland
Hoban about “the defamation of solidarity with Palestine.”3’° The rightist Junge Freiheit published
mainly articles against BDS, for example a column on the Dutch BDS activist Wilhelm van Norren,
accusing him of “consistent hypocrisy rather than consistent boycott,”3’* and a critique of Merkel’s
defence of the Muslim-American politician Ilhan Omar, who supports BDS and was attacked by
Donald Trump.3”2 In July 2020, the JF published an article on the German historian Wolfgang Benz
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— one of the most influential scholars of antisemitism in Germany — and his support for the protest
letter to Angela Merkel on this issue, which he expressed in a radio interview with DLF.3’3 Here, it
seems, the right-wing JF welcomed the opportunity to criticize Merkel and the German government.

When examining the public discourse around HMDs and the Halle shooting attack, we found a
broad consensus on the main pillars of German memory culture: the obligation to remember and
to take responsibility for the crimes of the Nazis; to preserve and strengthen German constitutional
democracy; to protect Jewish life in Germany and to stand by Israel. When it comes to the BDS
resolution, this consensus seems to have somewhat cracked: while there was broad agreement
among representatives of the different parties that BDS should be condemned, there was more
hesitance as to criminalizing the movement or to dub it unequivocally antisemitic. Media outlets
expressed even more reservations about the resolution as counter-productive and as faulty on
grounds of freedom of speech. The tension we find here can be seen as twofold: while antisemitism
on therightis perceived as more straightforward, the precise line where positions critical of the State
of Israel become antisemitic is less clear to speakers and writers. The broader tension is between
the two pillars of German memory culture: on the one hand the obligation to protect Jewish life and
to stand by Israel, on the other hand the commitment to constitutional democracy. The responses
to the BDS resolution indicate that for the centre-liberal and leftist camps, in particular, BDS might
be morally wrong and should be fought against in the name of the German obligation to Jews and
to Israel, but taking legal measures against it possibly harms this very commitment and moreover,
is at loggerheads with the democratic commitment to freedom of speech. This tension was further
exacerbated in what became a kind of a follow-up to the debate over the BDS resolution: the
Mbembe affair.

The Mbembe affair

Achille Mbembe is a historian, philosopher, and an important theorist of postcolonialism. In August
2020, Mbembe was invited to speak at the Ruhrtriennale art festival. Eventually, the festival was
cancelled due to the Covid pandemic. Among others, the federal antisemitism commissioner, Felix
Klein criticised the invitation in light of what he claimed to be relativization of the Holocaust and
antisemitism in Mbembe’s harsh statements against Israel in his writings and his alleged support for
the BDS movement.3”* Klein’s accusations were met with much protest in Germany and abroad. In an
open letter to the Interior minister, Jewish scholars and artists from Israel and elsewhere called on
Seehofer to replace Klein “following his shameful attack on Prof. Achille Mbembe.”3”> In July 2020,
more than 60 Israeli and German academics signed an open letter addressed to the Chancellor,
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which condemned “the inflationary, factually unfounded and legally unsubstantiated use of the term

antisemitism, which is aimed at suppressing legitimate criticism of the Israeli government policy.”37

This controversy took place mainly in the media outlets. The SZ did not see a problem with
Mbembe’s texts and his relation to BDS. In his SZ article, “Brilliant thinker antagonized now,” Jorg
Hantzschel describes Stefanie Carp, the director of the Ruhrtriennale as the main target of criticism,
as she was accused before of inviting BDS supporters. Hantschzel stressed that Mbembe questioned
neither Israel’s right to exist nor the singularity of the Holocaust.?”” Furthermore, the SZ pointed to
problems concerning the IHRA definition of antisemitism adopted by the German government and
described the leftist intellectuals as being under attack: “All we see is that the Bundestag resolution
is being used in a way that is questionable, even from a legal point of view, to further the processes
of exclusion, to publicly reprimand leftist and postcolonial intellectuals, and to suppress accounts
of Israel’s history that deviate from the official narrative.”3’® Taz columnist Dominic Johnson also
defended Mbembe. “His train of thought is universalistic,” he argued against the accusations of
Holocaust relativization, “he constantly compares everything with everything.” Johnson further
argued that the “the fight against antisemitism is misused to eliminate a globally recognised anti-

colonial voice from Africa.”3"°

The Berlin based Israeli writer Ze’ev Avrahami argued in the taz to the contrary, that Mbembe did
support BDS and claimed that discussing the definition of antisemitism is absurd in times of rising
antisemitism. Similarly, according to FAZ columnist Jirgen Kaube, there were “a few too many
BDS sympathizers in his footnotes” to believe Mbeme’s statement that he had no relation to the
BDS movement. Kaube identified at least antisemitic undertones in Mbembe’s publications and
argued that some cultural institutions do not check who they are declaring to be a “great figure” or
even “moral authority.”38 In the FAZ, Patrick Bahrens also pointed to the contradictions between
Mbembe’s official rejection of BDS in the German media and the statements he made in his writings.
Die Zeit columnist ljoma Mangold criticised Mbembe’s “rhetoric of moral maximalism” and argued
there was a clear connection to the BDS movement: “Yet Mbembe, in his relentless anti-liberalism,
is representative of an entire political-academic milieu in which, not coincidentally, the BDS
movement enjoys great popularity.” Mangold remained optimistic that the debate around Mbembe
“will sharpen arguments and contexts and sort out phrases without fundamentally questioning

Mbembe’s great contribution to the history of racism.”38!
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In April 2020, Die Zeit published Mbembe’s reply to his critics. In his article, “Fixing the world,” Mbembe
stated that the accusations against him and others are not helping the fight against antisemitism.38?
The taz also published a “Letter to the Germans” by Mbembe in which he explained his ideas. In a
guest article for the taz, the author Daniel Bax voiced his concern that “Germany’s cultural life is in
danger of being impoverished by the anti-BDS hysteria. Local intellectuals and artists should finally
take a clear stand against it.”3®3

The far right and far left were the harshest in their interventions. The leftist Junge Welt called Felix
Klein “an ignorant fool” and, in line with the Junge Welt’s critique of the state, explained that Klein's
lack of decency, reason and knowledge was precisely what the German state needed to achieve its
goals.38% It also expressed its support for Palestinians in the name of German responsibility for the
Holocaust: “Our responsibility for the Holocaust extends to the present, not only to the state in
which the survivors found refuge, but also to the Palestinians who gave way to that refuge.”38 The
Junge Freiheit, in sharp contrast, accused: “What does Mbembe have to offer Europeans in the name
of Africa besides population explosion, corruption, lack of statehood, hostility to whites as in the
‘rainbow nation’ of South Africa?”38¢

Here we already see the additional complication the Mbembe affair posed to German memory
culture: as a prominent voice for a post-colonial perspective that seeks recognition of the racist
legacy that underpinned European colonialism, accusing Mbembe of antisemitism touched a sensitive
nerve for many. For some, it was a justified response to a concerning tendency of postcolonial
studies. Felix Klein explained his perspective in Die Zeit:

| have touched on a complex of topics that have been talked about too little in recent years,
and too little internationally. Namely, the question of the relationship of postcolonial studies
to antisemitism. Obviously, some of these theories collide with our culture of memory, which
| consider an achievement. It may be that people in other countries are less sensitive to this,
but something that is wrong from a German perspective does not become right just because
it comes from outside. And | should be allowed to raise this issue.38’

For others, it was an overreach of German dominant memory culture, to a point where it exposed
its own blind spots and even racism. Ralf Michaels, for example, argued in a guest column in the FAZ:
“If our German identity makes it impossible for us to engage in dialogue with postcolonial theory,
we must ask ourselves whether we have really learned the lesson of the Holocaust.” He explained
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further: “The criticism starts with the specific responsibility of the Germans for the Holocaust
and postulates a resulting specific German view, a German narrative, a German identity, and a
German responsibility. It ignores the particular origin of this view and makes a universalism out of
it.” Michaels concluded that “one should not just talk about Mbembe, but with him (and others),
instead of tying his participation to preconditions of discourse that already presuppose what is to
be proven.”388 Sonja Zerki wrote in the SZ in the same spirit and quoted from Mbembe a sentence
that she understands to “go to the heart of the German controversy”: “I respect German taboos,
but they are not the taboos of everyone else in the world. And the same is true of German guilt.”
Irit Dekel stated in Die Zeit: “who in Germany is even recognized as entitled to speak publicly about
Germany’s colonial, racist and antisemitic heritage?” She argued that the white, male, and Christian
majority in Germany claims “interpretive sovereignty” over the definition of antisemitism. Dekel
claimed further that the accusation of antisemitism has become “an instrument to silence leftist and
marginalized positions.”38% As one can see, the Mbembe affair indeed struck at the heart of German
memory culture. The extent to which it did that, however, was fully revealed only with what came
to be known as Historikerstreit 2.0.

Historikerstreit 2.07?

In hindsight, the BDS debate and the Mbembe affair were but the beginning of a series of debates
about the memory of the Holocaust and its relation to various themes crucial to German identity. It
brought many to define these debates as Historikerstreit 2.0, in reference to the 1986 Historikerstreit,
when prominent intellectuals and historians debated the call to “historicize” the Holocaust and
Ernst Nolte’s relativization of the Holocaust. However, while the current discussion also concerns the
question of the uniqueness of the Holocaust and its implications for German identity, the issues at
stake are remarkably different: Germany’s colonial legacy, its attitude towards Israel, antisemitism
and the limits of critique of Israel, and Germany’s treatment of non-white citizens, particularly
Muslims of immigrant background.3°°

In March 2021, Michael Rothberg’s book, Multidirectional Memory, was published in German for the
first time. Although the translation appeared twelve years after it was originally published (2009), it
sparked a significant controversy. In his book, Rothberg argues that collective memory is not a zero-
sum game, where the articulation of the collective memory of one group in the public sphere must
come at the expense of the memory of another. Instead, collective memory should be understood
as multi-directional, namely as “subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing and borrowing”
(2009, 2). Much of what he focuses on is the way memories of colonialism and slavery, rather
than competing with the memory of the Holocaust for presence in the public sphere, have been
thought of together with the Holocaust by intellectuals and activists who have shed light on the
links and commonalities between them, as well as used the widespread recognition the Holocaust
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has received as a platform to invoke and demand recognition for their own historical and present
victimhood. While Rothberg does not question the singular aspects of the Holocaust in his book,
his arguments were seen by many in Germany as relativizing the Holocaust and equating it with
crimes like colonialism and slavery, and as a continuation of the historian Jirgen Zimmerer’s book,
Von Windhuk nach Auschwitz?, which argues that the genocide the Germans perpetrated against
the Herero and the Nama in Namibia in the early twentieth century — and more broadly German
colonialism — has important links to the Ho