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introduction
anna-mária bíró
Director, Tom Lantos Institute

Budapest, Hungary

n June 2014 the Central European 
University and the Tom Lantos Institute or-
ganized an international conference on “The 
Future of Holocaust Memorialization: Con-
fronting Racism, Antisemitism, and Homo-
phobia through Memory Work” in Budapest, 
Hungary. Prominent educators, researchers, 
and practitioners gathered to consider the 
potential of Holocaust memorialization and 
memory work in countering antisemitism 
and other forms of discrimination as well 
as the strengthening of democratic values 
and processes. Participants explored various 
teaching methodologies and methods in 
higher education and assessed a number of 
innovative civic initiatives. This book gathers 
the contributions of conference speakers to 
instigate further discussion on this important 
issue when antisemitism has been on the rise 
in Europe and beyond.

 For a Budapest-based human and 
minority rights institution focusing, among 
other things, on Jewish life and antisemi-
tism, this initiative is of crucial importance at 
a time when the Hungarian state and society 
struggle to come to terms with their roles in 
the Hungarian Holocaust and the deaths of 
hundreds of thousands of Hungarian Jews 
and Roma. On the occasion of the seventi-
eth anniversary of the Holocaust in Hungary 
it has become clear that there are divergent, 
if not antagonistic, memories and narratives 
which are often highly politicized. It is exactly 
these events that focus on existing practices 
of effective Holocaust education and memo-
ry work that model and inspire possible ways 
forward in a society confronting its past.         

 The Tom Lantos Institute hopes 
that this publication contributes to under-
standing and accepting our responsibility in 
these past tragic events as the first steps in a 
process of reconciliation and social justice.  
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John shattuck
President and Rector; Professor of Legal Studies 
and International Relations
Central European University

Budapest, Hungary

his volume consists of papers from 
the conference on “The Future of Holocaust 
Memorialization: Confronting Racism, Anti-
semitism, and Homophobia through Memo-
ry Work”, hosted by Central European Uni-
versity (CEU) in June 2014. The logo of the 
conference featured the photograph of Au-
gust Landmesser, an ordinary worker in Nazi 
Germany, who alone refused to give the Nazi 
salute while standing in a large public crowd. 
Landmesser’s striking photographic image is 
a dramatic illustration of how individuals can 
resist oppression.

2014 marks the seventieth anniversary 
of the Holocaust in Hungary. CEU has organ-
ized several commemorative events, includ-
ing the conference on which this volume is 
based.

An example of how CEU is a pioneer in 
the teaching of Holocaust studies in a glob-
al context is its hosting of the Shoah Foun-
dation’s Visual History Archive of Holocaust 
survivors. Another example is CEU’s training 
of Hungarian and Polish secondary school 
teachers and faculty from other universities 
in teaching about the Holocaust. The CEU 
Center for Teaching and Learning focuses on 
digital initiatives as a new way of teaching 
traumatic histories, and it has pioneered a 
course with Smith College in Massachusetts, 
US, on the topic of gendering the Holocaust.

The aim of the Holocaust education 
conference was to show how critical peda-
gogy can teach students how to follow Au-
gust Landmesser’s example and honor his 
legacy of resistance. During the conference 
participants shared their teaching, research, 
and memorialization practices with one an-

other and focused on how Holocaust educa-
tion can be used to confront issues of racism, 
antisemitism, homophobia, and other forms 
of exclusion. I am pleased that this volume 
can be used as a starting point for future dis-
cussions of Holocaust education.
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AndreA Pető
Department of Gender Studies, 
Central European University

Budapest, Hungary

HelgA tHorson
Department of Germanic and Slavic Studies, 
University of Victoria

Victoria, BC, Canada

n June 10, 2014, a group of em-
inent international scholars, archivists and 
museum directors, and professors com-
mitted to educating about the Holocaust 
through innovative teaching projects, as well 
as individuals who have undertaken bold 
and creative commemorative projects, met 
to discuss the future of Holocaust education. 
The conference took place at Central Euro-
pean University in Budapest, Hungary.  

The conference title, “The Future of 
Holocaust Memorialization: Confronting 
Racism, Antisemitism,1 and Homophobia 
through Memory Work”, is the name of a 
working group and research collective that 
came into existence a year and a half before 
the conference took place. Through a series 
of coincidences and chance encounters, the 
initial members of this working group found 
themselves working together on collabora-
tive projects or sought each other out at con-
ferences and other venues due to common 
interests. The original eight members from 
five different countries decided it would 
be helpful to think critically across borders 
about the future of Holocaust remembrance 

1  The term antisemitism is increasingly spelled as one 
word (without a hyphen and all lower case). The new spelling is 
meant to clarify that the word specifically means the hatred and 
discrimination of Jews, since the traditional spelling (anti-Semitism) 
could also connote opposition to people who speak a Semitic lan-
guage, which also includes Arabs. You will see the word spelled 
both ways throughout this book. The meaning that is implied, how-
ever, is the same, i.e., the hatred and discrimination of Jewish peo-
ple. 

and education, and to do so in an interdisci-
plinary way. 

Andrea Pető agreed to host the first 
working group meeting in the form of a con-
ference at Central European University. The 
working group members asked Andrea Pető 
to help organize the conference for several 
reasons. First, they knew that she is not daunt-
ed by large tasks such as conference plan-
ning and that she knows how to get things 
done, and get things done well. Secondly, 
they wanted to meet in a centrally located 
city in Europe, and Central European Univer-
sity seemed to be just the place. Thirdly, and 
most importantly, they thought it would be 
significant to hold the conference in Hunga-
ry – not only as a way to commemorate the 
seventy-year anniversary of the Holocaust in 
Hungary, but also because Budapest is cur-
rently in the midst of intense debates about 
how best to commemorate and memorialize 
the Holocaust through monuments, muse-
ums, and educational endeavors.

Our respective institutions, Central 
European University and the University of 
Victoria, organized the conference in col-
laboration with the Tom Lantos Institute. 
We received generous conference support 
from the Tom Lantos Institute, the European 
Union Centre of Excellence at the Universi-
ty of Victoria, the Embassies of the United 
States, Israel, Norway, and Sweden, and the 
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung. The conference pro-
vided a stimulating forum to think about the 
present through the lens of the past and to 
remember the many millions of people who 
were annihilated seventy plus years ago. We 
hope that through our attempts to commem-
orate we would think critically about ways to 
educate and work to make the world a better 
place in the present, while helping secure a 
future beyond hatred, violence, and geno-

introducton: the Future oF 
holocaust memorialization
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cide. Publishing the conference proceedings 
is one way to keep this dialogue alive. 

This book consists of fifteen contribu-
tions and is divided into two parts. The first 
part addresses how the Holocaust is present-
ed and discussed in museums and academic 
institutions; the second part highlights inno-
vative teaching practices and Holocaust me-
morial projects. The first two contributions 
concentrate on the challenges of remember-
ing, commemorating, and educating about 
the Holocaust from the perspective of the 
work being done at two different institutions 
in the United States: the US Holocaust Me-
morial Museum (USHMM) and the University 
of Southern California (USC) Shoah Founda-
tion. Paul Shapiro discusses the importance 
of accurately representing historical facts and 
challenging the myths that have emerged in 
various locations over time. Karen Jungblut 
focuses on the future directions of Holocaust 
education – specifically, how the work of in-
stitutions such as the USC Shoah Foundation 
today may influence the way in which we 
teach the Holocaust in the future.

The next three contributions focus on 
Holocaust discourses today. Using Denmark 
as a case study, Cecilie Felicia Stokholm 
Banke examines the intricate relationships 
between local history and the wider legacy 
of the Holocaust. Klas-Göran Karlsson out-
lines the relationship between genetic and 
genealogical conceptions of history, where 
the genetic corresponds to “we are history” 
and the genealogical to “we make history”, 
and calls for a three-pronged approach that 
includes a structural perspective as well. 
John Swanson investigates the relationship 
between particular and universal notions of 
the Holocaust and argues that students need 
to understand the Holocaust historically and 
chronologically as well as realize that Holo-
caust discourses change over time.

The second part of the book outlines 
new and potential pedagogical directions in 
Holocaust Studies and describes commem-
orative projects that manifest themselves in 
various mediums, such as memorials, film, or 
art. The first section of the second part focus-
es on the challenges and benefits of working 

with digital resources. Helga Dorner, Edit 
Jeges, and Andrea Pető discuss an innova-
tive collaborative teaching project between 
Central European University in Budapest, 
Hungary, and Smith College in Massachu-
setts, US, in which students have to edit their 
own digital multimedia narrative about Hol-
ocaust representation. In her contribution 
to this publication, Elizabeth Anthony de-
scribes the value of using the digital collec-
tion of the International Tracing Service and 
outlines how digitization has transformed re-
search on the Holocaust, particularly by pro-
viding access to archival material previously 
unavailable as well as by providing more ro-
bust search functions.

The next section of the book looks at 
various initiatives that open up dialogues 
against hate – whether in post-secondary 
education, organizations that address the 
problems of racism, antisemitism and other 
forms of hate today, or art exhibits that invite 
the viewer to confront and re-evaluate soci-
etal stereotypes and prejudices. Ildikó Barna 
describes a course for students of Military 
Sciences, Public Administration, and Law on 
“The Background and Social Consequences 
of Hate Crimes” in Budapest, Hungary. Heike 
Radvan discusses the work of the Amadeu 
Antonio Foundation in Berlin, Germany, in 
addressing current antisemitism and recog-
nizing the different ways the Holocaust was 
commemorated in the German Democratic 
Republic and the Federal Republic of Ger-
many. In her analysis of the visual artist Anna 
Adam, Charlotte Schallié analyzes satire as a 
device that can provoke discussion and con-
front societal prejudice.

Pedagogical practices that challenge 
the ways we typically teach the Holocaust 
are the focus of the following section. An-
namaria Orla-Bukowska encourages educa-
tors to remember the Righteous Among the 
Nations in their teaching. While most stu-
dents can easily name the perpetrators, very 
few are familiar with the names of those in-
dividuals who risked their own lives in order 
to save or comfort another human being. In 
their contribution to this publication, Helga 
Thorson and Andrea van Noord discuss the 
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learning outcomes of a course that takes 
students out of the classroom and directly 
to Holocaust memorial sites, museums, and 
monuments. They suggest that through pro-
cesses of introspection, intergenerational 
communication, and intercultural interaction 
students become personally invested in the 
Holocaust memorialization process. 

Finally, the book highlights three local 
initiatives in teaching, researching, and me-
morializing the Holocaust. Barbara Kintaert 
traces the history of the research group Ser-
vitengasse 1938 and explains how the curi-
osity of one person asking the simple ques-
tion of “Who was living in my apartment in 
1938?” led to a memorial project commem-
orating the Jewish residents of one street, 
Servitengasse, in Vienna, Austria. Borbála 
Klacsmann describes the 2014 Hungarian 
Memory Walk workshop in Budapest, Hun-
gary, in which participants analyze memori-
als and produce short films about a memo-
rial site in their community. The book ends 
with a short reflection by the documentary 
filmmaker and Holocaust survivor, Gabor 
Kalman, describing the film he made about 
a high school teacher in Kalocsa, Hungary 
and her research on the once thriving Jewish 
community there. All of these local initiatives 
reveal the important local-global dynamic 
that is a part of Holocaust Studies.

So where do we go from here? The 
second working group conference is set to 
take place at the University of Victoria in 
British Columbia, Canada from September 
2-4, 2015. The conference title, “Global 
Connections: Critical Holocaust Education 
in a Time of Transition”, highlights the inter-
national and transnational connections and 
collaborations that are inherent in the forma-
tion of the working group. Further, the con-
ference will examine global connections in 
Holocaust education in two distinct ways: by 
highlighting the personal and professional 
relationships forged across the globe when 
researching and memorializing the Holo-
caust and by examining the relationship be-
tween Holocaust education and other con-
temporary and historical issues and events. 
As the Holocaust becomes increasingly dis-

tant history with fewer survivors around to 
tell their stories and share their living memo-
ry, conference participants delve into critical 
questions about the relevance and impact of 
Holocaust education in today’s world. 

As we seek to understand ways in which 
the Holocaust is part of a larger context of 
systemized prejudice and injustice, Victoria’s 
own history offers an interesting perspective 
and setting. By acknowledging situational 
and historical local events – such as the in-
ternment of Japanese-Canadians in WWII 
or the residential school system in Canada – 
conference participants will discuss not only 
what makes events such as the Holocaust or 
First Nations’ history unique but will also in-
vestigate the reciprocal nature of Holocaust 
and human rights education. How can dec-
ades of research on the Holocaust be used 
to help understand and educate about other 
human rights issues and, in turn, how can lo-
cal histories shed light on the way the Hol-
ocaust is represented and taught. In what 
ways can local memory cultures interact on 
a global scale?

Following the discussions in Budapest, 
The “Global Connections” conference has 
three main goals: (1) to re-think Holocaust 
education in a time of transition, (2) to pro-
mote international cooperation, interdiscipli-
nary research, and teaching collaborations 
in the field of Holocaust Studies, and (3) to 
build an understanding of how events of the 
past, such as the Holocaust, can inform and 
address issues such as ethnic, racial, or reli-
gious hatred, violence, and genocide as they 
occur in the present. 

We envision these conference pro-
ceedings as a way to begin the working 
group’s discussions on the extent to which 
Holocaust education can or should be used 
as a way to tackle contemporary issues of 
hatred, racism, antisemitism, islamophobia, 
homophobia, xenophobia, ethnic conflict, 
and genocide. What is the future of Holo-
caust education? How can it help us remem-
ber the past, change the present, and make 
the future world a better place
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Part 1
1.1 institutional 
PersPectives 
And CHAllenges
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Paul a. shaPiro
Director of the Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel Center 
for Advanced Holocaust Studies
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum

Washington, DC, USA

he truth matters, even when it is 
painful, politically inconvenient, contrary 
to what one might have hoped, or in con-
flict with a narrative one would like to be-
lieve and would like to convince others to 
believe. Facing the facts of the Holocaust 
and seeking to learn essential lessons from 
the murderous years that bloodied all of Eu-
rope in the mid-twentieth century can pro-
vide us with the ability to move forward as 
individuals, communities, countries, nations, 
continents, and across the globe. Denying, 
falsifying, avoiding, or distorting the facts of 
what happened creates an impediment to 
progress that is virtually impossible to over-
come. Each of us knows this from our own 
life experiences.

When the facts are difficult to bear, as 
is the case when we contemplate the Holo-
caust, the challenge to look the truth square-
ly in the face can be extremely difficult. In-
tellectual honesty, ethical courage, even 
physical stamina are required to pursue seri-
ous study and teaching about the murder of 
six million European Jews – of whom some 
600,000 were Hungarian Jews – and the 
mass murder of other groups targeted by 
Nazi Germany and the Axis allies. But only 
this will secure a long-term basis for memo-
rial work that has its foundation in the histor-
ical truth, preserves the dignity of those who 
perished and of those who survived, and en-
ables our generation and those that follow 
to learn from the Holocaust, an event that 
has been broadly recognized as the defin-

ing tragedy of the twentieth century. Yes, the 
truth matters.

This simple statement is one of the re-
minders enshrined on the walls of the Unit-
ed States Holocaust Memorial Museum. I 
have been asked to share some information 
about our museum, the goals and purpos-
es for which it was created, and some of the 
challenges involved in pursuing those goals. 
I would also like to discuss some of the po-
tential risks of failing to preserve the history 
of the Holocaust, failing to educate broad 
segments of the population regarding that 
history and its contemporary relevance, or 
deciding to diminish focus on, relativize, triv-
ialize, distort, or simply submerge the specif-
ic, documented factuality of the Holocaust in 
the public mind. Taking that dangerous path 
risks failing to understand the full range of 
human potentials, from the best to the very 
worst imaginable; poses risks to understand-
ing the long legacy that genocidal or other 
mass crimes leave in their wake; presents sig-
nificant challenges to the functioning of free 
and open civil societies; and ultimately can 
lead to an evolution away from democratic 
and toward more controlled or authoritarian 
political systems – like those that provided 
the milieu in which the Holocaust itself could 
occur three quarters of a century ago.

The United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum was created by a near-unanimous 
act of Congress as a Federal institution of the 
United States Government. Since it opened 
twenty-one years ago, nearly forty million 
people have visited the Museum, and we 
experience over fifteen million visits annually 
to the Museum’s website, from every coun-
try of the world with the exception of North 
Korea. Over ninety percent of visitors to the 
Museum in Washington are not Jewish, and 

FACIng tHe FACts oF tHe 
HoloCAUst: tHe CHAllenges 
and the cost oF Failure
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student groups, people under twenty-one 
years of age, constitute a large percentage 
of visitors.
 What factors led the United States Con-
gress to create the Museum?
a) First, a belief that it is important for Amer-
icans to understand monumental historical 
events that continue to shape the world in 
which we live today. One need only read the 
newspapers or consider the vehement de-
bates regarding Holocaust history that are 
taking place in Hungary where we have gath-
ered for this important conference, if you 
need to be convinced that this is the case.
b) Second, a recognition that no other his-
torical event that is so clearly documented 
reveals as dramatically as the Holocaust all 
of the potentials of all human beings. In a 
specific set of circumstances, every person 
can become a perpetrator, a collaborator, 
someone complicit through greed, envy, 
fear, or some other motivation. Every person 
can also become a victim. The fact that the 
Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington 
addresses, in its exhibitions and other pro-
grams, not only the persecution of the Jews, 
but also the fates of the other victim groups 
persecuted by the Nazis and their collabora-
tors on racial or religious grounds – Sinti and 
Roma, Polish national leadership groups, 
Soviet prisoners of war (POWs), people with 
disabilities, Jehovah’s Witnesses and oth-
er minority Christian sects, homosexuals – 
makes it clear to visitors that every person 
can find himself or herself a victim of per-
secution. Then there is the potential to be 
a so-called “bystander”. “Doing nothing” 
when an injustice is directed at someone 
other than oneself is in all likelihood the most 
common human potential and behavior. But 
of course, the Holocaust demonstrates that 
“doing nothing” in such circumstances is not 
a neutral act – whether of individuals or of 
states – but a behavior that empowers the 
perpetrators. Finally, there is the most noble 
potential of human beings – the potential 
that separates us from beasts – the potential 
to be a rescuer, to risk one’s own safety and 
security, for example, to save the child of 

people one does not even know. Holocaust 
memorialization and Holocaust education 
can discourage some of these potentials and 
encourage those which can help improve 
the local, national, and global communities 
in which we live.
c) Third, as an American institution, the Mu-
seum reflects Congressional conviction, 
grounded in our own national history as 
well as in Holocaust history, that it is essen-
tial to educate people about the inevitable 
and long-term consequences of racial and 
religious prejudice, including anti-Semitism 
and other forms of xenophobia. While the 
establishment of anti-Semitism as state pol-
icy during the Holocaust – in Germany, Vi-
chy France, Romania, Hungary, and other 
Axis allied or satellite states – was, of course, 
deadly for Jews, unleashing the disregard 
for human dignity that anti-Semitism repre-
sents had deadly consequences for millions 
of non-Jews as well.
d) Fourth, Holocaust education also reveals 
the speed with which it was possible for an 
educated society, and with it an entire con-
tinent, to abandon all of the ethical norms 
and values established over a 2,000 year his-
tory of “civilization”. There is a warning in 
this history for all people who are fortunate 
enough to live in democratic societies. Holo-
caust education can provide a shield against 
extremism and authoritarian tendencies. Dic-
tatorial rule in Nazi Germany was facilitated 
by the early imposition of limitations on free 
media and free expression; undermining the 
independence of the judiciary; reduction 
of the security or sanctity of one’s home or 
workplace; and a “reform” of electoral pro-
cedures in order to favor, indeed guarantee, 
certain outcomes. The goals of governments 
that take such steps rarely include enhance-
ment of the rights and freedoms of its citi-
zens.
e) Fifth in this broad statement of purpose, 
the Congress recognized that the Holocaust, 
more than any other historical event, illus-
trates the long and difficult legacy that mass 
crimes, genocidal crimes, and crimes against 
humanity leave in their wake. If we fail to 



14  |  The Future of Holocaust Memorialization

learn to respond effectively to contemporary 
expressions of racial or religious hatred, to 
hate crimes, or to genocidal threats in our 
own time, it is certain that our children and 
their children will be struggling to deal with 
the consequences of our inaction today.
 Of course, it is not always easy to look 
the truth in the face, but the consequences 
of failing to do so are worse. In recognition 
of this reality, we are hard at work already 
on the next major special exhibition of the 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 
which will explore the failures of our own 
country to respond effectively to the perse-
cution and murder of European Jewry. An 
exhibition on America and the Holocaust 
will not be easy for many Americans to di-
gest. Americans, like people in every coun-
try, would prefer to believe the myths that 
make dealing with the Holocaust easier – the 
myth that we did not know what was taking 
place; the myth that there was nothing we 
could do; and other similar ideas that would 
absolve our country of its historical failure to 
take steps that were possible and that could 
have saved lives.
 Every country has such myths. In France 
it is comforting, but false, to believe that all 
Frenchmen were in the Resistance. In the 
Netherlands, it was convenient for decades 
to allow people to think that all Dutch fam-
ilies were hiding a Jewish family – an Anne 
Frank – in their attics, while the truth is that 
it was the Dutch civil service and police who 
identified and rounded up the Jews and 
turned them over to the Germans. And here 
in Hungary, unfortunately, the myths are be-
ing officially created as we meet: the myth 
that there is no connection between Regent 
Horthy’s alliance with Adolf Hitler for the pur-
pose of regaining territory and the deporta-
tion and murder of the Jews living in those 
territories; the myth that Hungary’s Jews 
were protected and undisturbed before 
March 19, 1944; the myth that the Regent 
did not understand that the “resettlement” 
of Jews was simply a euphemism for their 
murder; the myth that the entry of German 
military forces unopposed into Hungary – an 

Axis allied state – can be equated with the 
Red Army’s subsequent occupation of the 
country; or the myth that only the Germans 
bore direct responsibility for the deporta-
tion of Hungarian Jewry in mid-1944. Other 
myths include the myth that Regent Horthy 
no longer wielded significant authority in 
a state that had “lost its sovereignty”; the 
myth that even if one admits that some Hun-
garian state authorities participated in the 
perpetration of the Holocaust, average citi-
zens were opposed and remained immune 
to the betrayal of their neighbors, looting of 
abandoned apartments, and other forms of 
complicity (or even rejoicing) that character-
ized the Holocaust elsewhere in Europe; or 
the myth that it is acceptable to equate the 
murder of hundreds of thousands of civilian 
women, children, and old people, most living 
without the protection of able-bodied men 
in their families who had been drafted into 
the infamous Jewish Labor Service, with the 
loss of armed military forces on the Eastern 
Front. Without any doubt, the loss of life was 
tragic in both cases, but they were not equiv-
alent to one another. Nor were Nazism and 
fascism, on the one hand, and communism, 
on the other. In the face of the unquestion-
ably authentic and powerful historical docu-
mentation that has survived relating to the 
Holocaust in Hungary, these new myths con-
stitute a significant challenge to the future 
of Holocaust memorialization. To the extent 
that these myths are embraced or promot-
ed by individuals and organizations that rep-
resent or hold governmental position, the 
challenge becomes even greater. 
 In conclusion, a few more general 
points need to be made. Beyond the com-
forting, convenient, and self-exculpatory 
myths that stand in the way of honest con-
frontation with the Holocaust, there are oth-
er obstacles that will challenge future Holo-
caust education and memorialization. There 
is, of course, Holocaust denial in all its forms: 
minimization, trivialization, relativization, in-
version (portraying Jews as perpetrators, as 
today’s Nazis), as well as outright denial of 
basic facts. In addition, with the passage of 
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time, one has encountered official efforts in 
some countries to distort the history of the 
Holocaust as part of the rewriting of a na-
tional narrative. Most often such efforts seek 
to limit perpetrators and/or collaborators to 
certain narrowly defined groups and to es-
tablish the innocence or even “innocent vic-
tim” status of the rest of society. It is difficult 
to admit that during the Holocaust whole 
societies failed. Government sponsorship 
can make available substantial financial and 
human resources for such purposes, and can 
even call into existence new institutes, mu-
seums, and curricula to support the distor-
tion. One may be able to predict with some 
assurance that people will understand that 
naming a new organization the Veritas Histo-
ry Institute, as has happened recently in Hun-
gary, does not guarantee that the institute’s 
product will be truthful. But it is essential to 
recognize the threat that such developments 
represent to future Holocaust memorializa-
tion and education.
 Holocaust study requires scrutiny of the 
behavior of our churches, and dealing with 
the interface of faith and history is every bit 
as difficult as dealing with the interface of 
politics and history. Because the Holocaust 
was an international as well as a national 
phenomenon, serious Holocaust study and 
memorialization require the mastery of mul-
tiple languages and a policy of open access 
to archives. Today, however, language study 
is in decline, and archival access policies are 
tightening in many countries.
 Because there are so many obsta-
cles and because there is so much to learn 
– about human potentials, democracy and 
dictatorship, free versus controlled civil soci-
eties, prejudice and its consequences, gen-
ocide, relations among states – and because 
of the horrific consequences when states 
and individuals make choices that permit or 
encourage prejudices, racism, and the den-
igration of the dignity of all human beings, 
Holocaust memorialization and education 
remain essential. A sound future cannot be 
built on distortion and misrepresentation. 
This should be obvious, and particularly so 

in countries that suffered half a century of 
communist rule following World War II. His-
tory must be confronted head-on. One can-
not change historical facts once they have 
occurred. The truth matters.
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hen asked to speak at this con-
ference and contribute to the conference 
proceedings, I was asked to address the fol-
lowing two questions: What might teaching 
of the Holocaust look like in 2050? What 
could we do now to shape what it may look 
like then? 
 My answer to the first question is: I do 
not know. I wish I had a crystal ball that actu-
ally works, and then I would tell you. Since I 
do not, however, I would like to spend some 
time on the second question and examine 
how one could shape future developments 
– at least in regards to what we at the Univer-
sity of Southern California Shoah Foundation 
envision. In what follows I describe the USC 
Shoah Foundation’s work and, in particular, 
how our “memory work” supports education 
and research. Before I go in that direction, 
however, it is important to outline how the 
USC Shoah Foundation began; therefore, I 
briefly discuss its creation and then focus on 
examples of current and future directions. 
 When Schindler’s List first moved au-
diences in 1993 and 1994, few could have 
predicted the impact the film would have, 
not only on popular awareness, but also 
on Holocaust and genocide studies around 
the world. One of the film’s significant out-
growths was the creation of the Survivors of 
the Shoah Visual History Foundation in 1994,  

which today is called the USC Shoah Foun-
dation – The Institute for Visual History and 
Education, and in 2006 it became part of the 
University of Southern California in Los An-
geles.
 The USC Shoah Foundation conduct-
ed nearly 52,000 audio-visual testimonies of 
survivors and witnesses of the Holocaust in 
fifty-six different countries and in thirty-two 
different languages between the years of 
1994 and 2000. The archive is called the 
Visual History Archive and is now digitally 
accessible at over fifty universities and mu-
seums worldwide. It is available in Hungary: 
at Central European University and recent-
ly also at Eötvös Loránd University. Nearly 
1,300 testimonies contained in the archive 
were conducted in Hungarian, of which near-
ly 800 testimonies were conducted in Hun-
gary.
 The idea of the USC Shoah Foundation 
was conceived during the filming of Schin-
dler’s List (1993) as a response to survivors 
who were on the set for a variety of reasons, 
including an oft-cited desire to observe the 
filming and how it portrayed “their story”. 
During interactions with the filmmaker Ste-
ven Spielberg, survivors often stated that 
they appreciated that this story of Schindler 
was told, but that they also wanted to have 
the chance to tell their own story. From these 
interactions, Spielberg was inspired to create 
an organization that would provide as many 
Holocaust survivors as possible with the op-
portunity to tell their stories, in their own 
words, and on camera. Spielberg intended 
to make these recordings themselves availa-
ble to a wide variety of audiences around the 
world.

the Future oF holocaust 
memorialization: 
institutional PersPectives 
And CHAllenges
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 The goal of reaching 50,000 was based 
on a number of criteria including: financial 
and technical resources available, an esti-
mate of how many survivors were still living, 
as well as an estimate of how many would 
want and be able to share their story on cam-
era. The Foundation that was born to realize 
these goals was not the only organization 
that collected and conducted video testimo-
ny nor was it the first. There were many local 
and regional organizations, grassroots initi-
atives, and museums that provided this op-
portunity for many years beforehand. All of 
which was and is an important contribution 
to memory work, and the USC Shoah Foun-
dation benefitted from the work of these 
other organizations. In fact, the Foundation 
developed its approach and methodologies 
when documenting these life histories on a 
global scale in consultation with colleagues 
from the field.
 Capturing nearly 52,000 interviews 
quickly became a global undertaking: survi-
vors all over the world came forward, and the 
Foundation trained about 2,000 interviewers 
and worked with 1,000 videographers, as 
well as regional coordinators who coordinat-
ed these testimonies locally. While most of 
those who gave testimony were Jewish survi-
vors, we also interviewed homosexual survi-
vors, Jehovah’s Witness survivors, liberators 
and liberation witnesses, political prisoners, 
rescuers and aid providers, Roma and Sin-
ti (Gypsy) survivors, survivors of “eugenics” 
policies, and war crimes trials participants. 
Within several years, the Foundation’s Visual 
History Archive held nearly 52,000 video tes-
timonies in thirty-two languages, represent-
ing fifty-six countries; it is the largest archive 
of its kind in the world and has grown since. 
The USC Shoah Foundation has undertaken 
efforts to include testimonies from interest-
ed organizations that collected audiovisual 
Holocaust testimonies prior to 1994 and has 
made new efforts to include survivors and 
witnesses from other genocides. The USC 
Shoah Foundation now holds over 53,000 
testimonies in thirty-nine languages from six-
ty-one countries.

 From the start, the effort aimed at 
achieving multiple goals: to give a voice to 
Holocaust survivors and other witnesses so 
generations never forget what so few lived 
to tell; to capture on videotape the faces 
and voices of survivors and other witnesses 
before it was too late; to return the testimo-
nies back to the communities from where 
they came; to provide access to the largest 
possible audience in the greatest number of 
places; to develop and support educational 
methodology and materials; and to support 
research with real-life examples and provide 
solutions for real-world problems. 
 A common theme among survivors 
who came forward to tell their story was their 
motivation to do so because their relatives 
did not survive They wanted to find a way to 
remember them by talking about what hap-
pened to them, and by talking about those 
who did not survive, to memorialize them. 
Another common theme was that most survi-
vors told their story and experiences because 
they wanted – that is want – to contribute to 
educating new generations about the past, 
in the hope that the education will provide 
a hopeful future for the world. That is, when 
asked about what message they may have 
for the future, most interpreted that question 
as a question about the future of humanity 
and provided answers that spoke to wanting 
to have their story be a chance for the world 
to learn – what might also be described as 
learning how to resist the path to genocide. 
 As part of the work, these testimonies 
were digitized, are being preserved in per-
petuity at the University of Southern Califor-
nia, and are made available through a vari-
ety of digital platforms. The Visual History 
Archive is connected to fifty universities, like 
Central European University. It allows access 
to nearly 53,000 testimonies and is geared 
towards scholars and tertiary education. 
Meanwhile, the platform called IWitness, ac-
cessible anywhere with internet connectivity, has 
been developed and geared towards sec-
ondary education in the United States at first, 
but it has quickly become a global platform 
and is used in over fifty-seven countries – in 
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many we are working with local partners to 
adopt it to the local environment. The abili-
ty to search over 1,300 testimonies, enables 
teachers to use either existing educational 
lesson activities or create their own for one’s 
classroom, enables students to edit and cre-
ate their own video essays, and has provided 
profound learning potential. 
 Whether for research and teaching in 
tertiary education or secondary education, 
our approach revolves around the use of 
audiovisual testimony of genocide survivors 
and witnesses. Audio-visual testimony and 
all of the factors that define how it is cap-
tured and delivered – the individual, person-
al story; the medium of digitized audiovis-
ual format, where you can not only listen to 
the person tell it in their own words but also 
watch and observe the body language that 
accompanies the story; as well as the medi-
um through which it is delivered, the internet 
that provides access to a global audience – 
represent an intersection of emotional and 
cognitive learning opportunities and provide 
a dynamic platform for the teaching of digi-
tal literacy and digital citizenship skills. 
 The Visual History Archive reaches 
teachers, scholars, and their students in 
many different countries as well. To date, 
over four hundred university courses ranging 
from business ethics, history, social sciences, 
neuro-sciences, anthropology, gender stud-
ies, to film studies have used the testimonies 
from the Visual History Archive. For exam-
ple, the archive has been integrated into 
courses at Central European University, and 
Prof. Andrea Pető has created interesting 
collaborative efforts and course construction 
with other universities, including with Smith 
College in the United States.
 As mentioned above, the USC Shoah 
Foundation has, since 2008, been working 
with partners to expand the archive to in-
clude testimonies of other genocides. For 
instance, we work with colleagues in Rwan-
da on collecting testimonies – sixty-five of 
which have been integrated into the Visual 
History Archive, on building an audiovisual 
archive with survivor and witness testimo-

nies, as well as on piloting the IWitness plat-
form and teacher training in Rwanda using 
Holocaust survivor testimonies as well as 
Rwandan testimonies locally. Initial feedback 
and results of the evaluation process that ac-
companies this pilot work show similar feed-
back to what we have received in the US and 
other countries from students and teachers 
alike: the audiovisual medium and the per-
sonal stories speak to the students in a way 
a textbook does not. Students find a way to 
connect to the person, the experience of the 
person; it becomes personal, and history be-
comes an emotional and cognitive learning 
experience. Students seem to respond in a 
positive and engaging way to the discussion 
of historical events because of the intimacy 
and “life” that these testimonies bring to 
historical events. The experience in Rwanda 
has also been that of a country where the 
genocide is “only” twenty years past and 
where discussing the genocide and the ide-
ology behind it has its own tremendous chal-
lenges: partially due to “it” only being twen-
ty years ago, partially due to the political 
climate, and partially due to other reasons. 
What we have found is that when introduc-
ing the Holocaust and testimony, teachers 
who were worried or afraid to teach about 
the Rwandan genocide, find that teaching 
about the Holocaust provides a pathway to a 
conversation of what happened in 1994 and 
to the events that led up to it. In addition to 
Rwanda, we have been working on including 
testimonies with survivors and witnesses of 
the Armenian and Cambodian genocides, 
the genocide in Darfur, as well as the Nan-
jing Massacres of 1937 by Japanese occupy-
ing forces.  

Being at a research university, our 
work is closely associated with research ef-
forts around genocide and the collecting, 
archiving, and distributing of audiovisual 
testimonies related to these events. As such, 
we are interested in decoding the conditions 
that lead to genocide and developing effec-
tive strategies for stemming violence and in-
tolerance, which requires building research 
pathways among a range of disciplines, from 
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public policy to the humanities to neurosci-
ence. It demands collaborations among ar-
chivists, historians, educators, ethicists, tech-
nologists, and policy experts. 
 Let me briefly point to two new pro-
grammatic efforts in this area:
a) As we are in our twentieth anniversary 
year, the Institute will be holding an interna-
tional conference called “Media, Memory, 
and Digital Humanities: Exploring the Tra-
jectories of Schindler’s List” in November 
to explore history and culture leading up to 
the release of Schindler’s List (1993) – and 
the many research and educational devel-
opments that grew from the film, including 
the Survivors of the Shoah Visual History 
Foundation established in 1994, which be-
came the USC Shoah Foundation in 2006. It 
will consider the intersections of media and 
memory and how print, television, film, the 
Internet, and other media shape the way the 
past is remembered and retold, especially 
by the survivors and witnesses. In addition, 
the conference will explore the challenges 
and opportunities of new technologies on 
research and teaching in the arts and scienc-
es, from emerging publishing platforms to 
the use of functional magnetic resonance 
imaging to map human emotion. 
b) Another programmatic innovation tied 
to the Institute’s twentieth anniversary year, 
is the recently launched USC Shoah Foun-
dation Center for Advanced Genocide Re-
search that will focus its research efforts on 
the interdisciplinary study of currently un-
der-researched areas. The Center will view 
Holocaust and Genocide research as inher-
ently interdisciplinary. This will not be set out 
as the work of various disciplines working 
together, but rather the transcendence of 
differentiated disciplines to bring innovative 
understanding as well as a global approach.
 The Center, while open to a variety of 
scholarly investigations and research efforts, 
will focus on three areas specifically within 
the next several years:
a) The Interdisciplinary study of Mass Vio-
lence and Resistance will examine the Hol-
ocaust and other instances of systematic 

mass violence with a special focus on what 
enables people to stop, slow down, or re-
sist violent developments in societies. The 
Center will encourage scholarship that ex-
amines genocide broadly, including espe-
cially the murder of European Jews by the 
Nazis and their collaborators, the massacres 
of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire during 
the First World War, and the recent geno-
cide in Rwanda, while expanding to consider 
a wide array of historical and contemporary 
events of systematic mass violence and vio-
lent inter-group relationships in all parts of 
the world. The Center will develop an inno-
vative and interdisciplinary research meth-
odology to examine how resistance to the 
momentum of genocide occurs. Thus, it will 
look at the resistance to mass violence at 
individual, group, and societal levels. While 
there is work being done in the field provid-
ing comparative historical insights, diagnos-
tics, and predictive models for the likelihood 
of mass violence and genocide, there is very 
little research being conducted on the con-
ditions that enable individuals, groups, and 
societies to inhibit the course to genocidal 
violence. Research will target the social, cul-
tural, political, and economic conditions that 
enable people to withstand the promotion 
of prejudice and violence, as well as the role 
networks and resources play for individuals 
and groups resisting mass violence.
b) A second focus will be Interdisciplinary 
Research on Violence, Emotion and Behav-
ioral Change, which will integrate work in 
the burgeoning fields of memory studies 
and emotion and affect research, especially 
as they relate to understanding the role of 
testimonial narratives in genocidal and trau-
matic contexts. Since affect and emotion, as 
experienced under the impact of violence, 
play crucial roles in memory formation and 
narrative constructions, the Center will fo-
cus on how empathy, sympathy, anger, and 
other emotions are created, transmitted, re-
ceived, understood, and transformed into 
active engagement. This research area will 
sit at the intersection of psychology, behav-
ioral studies, critical studies, narrative stud-
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ies, film studies, and neuroscience. It will 
seek to understand the role and impact of vi-
olence and emotion for the interviewee and 
for those who engage the content through 
the medium.   
c) The third area, Digital Genocide Research, 
will explore the ways in which large data 
sets, such as the digitized and fully indexed 
52,000 survivor and witness interviews, can 
assist our understanding of genocide. As the 
collections grow, the data available for com-
parative analysis will grow with it and provide 
an increasingly rich resource of digital ma-
terial. Research projects envisioned include 
geographic and spatial research examining 
how genocidal policy and topography are 
related. The development of new algorithms 
to interrogate the Visual History Archive (and 
other big-data sets) will enable the exami-
nation of how genocidal policy might have 
been deployed according to topographical 
convenience, or how geographic and pop-
ulation density indicators could provide in-
sight to the possibility of resistance and res-
cue. This research group will bring together 
the disciplines of computer science, digital 
humanities, geographic information science, 
pure and applied mathematics, as well as a 
number of humanities, social science, and 
hard science scholars seeking to identify 
data and digital-based solutions pertinent to 
their research.  
These three research areas pose fundamen-
tal questions that are being addressed right 
now, but the model of continued question-
ing, systematic examination, and adopting 
and responding to new technologies will 
provide the framework for future directions.  
 In conclusion, the direction we are tak-
ing in education and scholarly research has at 
its center audiovisual testimony of survivors 
and witnesses of genocides. We are focused 
on providing the opportunity for those who 
wish to talk about their experiences, giving a 
voice to those whose lives were threatened 
for who they were and who wish to leave be-
hind a legacy not only for their families but 
the world at large – and who might find in 
this work some hope in humanity, that the 

world is interested in their lives and expe-
riences. On the pedagogical front we focus 
on enabling the use of these testimonies 
through technology and academic and ed-
ucational programs in the hopes that, by 
2050, we will have evolved and developed 
models and frameworks that provide suc-
cessful early intervention if not prevention, 
hopefully even sooner than 2050, so that we 
can actually conclude in conferences such as 
these that the lessons were learned. 
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f the Holocaust becomes too much 
of a universal history lesson there is a risk 
that we will lose the local aspects and, with 
them, the impact of these important history 
lessons as well. With this contribution to the 
conference publication, I share some of my 
thoughts on the relationship between Holo-
caust education and Holocaust history, and 
how this relationship has developed during 
recent years. I do this by presenting the ex-
perience gained in Denmark over the past 
decade and by giving a general overview of 
Holocaust memory as it emerged in Europe 
from the mid-1990s. One cannot understand 
the situation in Denmark without consider-
ing the general European context. There 
are, however, certain elements that are spe-
cific to Denmark, the most important being 
Denmark’s experience during the Holocaust 
where more than 95% of the Jewish popu-
lation managed to flee to Sweden with the 
help of the local population, the resistance 
movement, Danish authorities, and mem-
bers of civil society (Bak 2010). 

From an international perspective, this 
rescue operation is considered unique, and 
what is generally referred to as the “Danish 
Rescue” stands as a light in the very dark 
history of the Holocaust. For the same rea-
son, little attention was paid in Denmark, un-

1 An earlier and shorter version of this paper is published 
in the UN Discussion Papers series by the Holocaust and the 
United Nations Outreach Programme, September 2013: “Remem-
bering the Holocaust: The Legacy of the Danish Rescue,” http://
www.un.org/en/holocaustremembrance/docs/paper24.shtml.

til recently, to the history of the Holocaust, 
including other aspects of Danish Holocaust 
history. It should also be noted that Holo-
caust education is not mandatory in Den-
mark. However, since January 2003, Den-
mark has commemorated the victims of the 
Holocaust and other genocides on the annu-
al Holocaust Remembrance Day, which, as in 
several other European countries, is marked 
on the twenty-seventh of January, the anni-
versary of the liberation of Auschwitz. 

In observance of this day, several ed-
ucational activities take place around the 
country, through which Danish children, fif-
teen years and older, are introduced to the 
history of the Holocaust and other geno-
cides. The activities are financed by the Dan-
ish government and have for more than a 
decade been organized by the Danish Insti-
tute for International Studies in cooperation 
with the Ministry of Education. One may ask, 
why Danish school children have, since Jan-
uary 2003, been introduced to the history of 
the Holocaust and other genocides? In an-
swering this question, we need to view the 
development in Denmark as part of a gener-
al European trend that occurred during the 
1990s.

Holocaust Memory in Europe after 1989
Since the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989, 

the issue of the Holocaust – how it is remem-
bered and the influence that that memory 
exerts on the present – has played a, per-
haps unexpectedly, important role both in 
current European memory culture and Eu-
ropean politics. First of all, there are the 
many official apologies offered by European 
heads of state during the 1990s: France and 
the Netherlands in 1995 and Poland in 2001. 
Even Denmark, with its sterling record of 

teACHIng tHe HoloCAUst 
as Part oF local history: 
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rescue, apologized officially in August 2005 
for having denied Jewish refugees entry to 
Denmark, sending them back to an uncer-
tain fate in Germany. 

Added to these national acts of contri-
tion are the resolution adopted by the Eu-
ropean Parliament in 2005 to preserve the 
memory of the Holocaust and the Stockholm 
Declaration, signed by the heads of state and 
representatives of forty countries in January 
2000. The Stockholm Declaration also estab-
lished certain basic commitments on the part 
of its signatories to promote Holocaust edu-
cation, remembrance, and research. These 
national and international efforts serve as 
evidence of a general acknowledgement in 
Europe, and the rest of the world, that the 
Holocaust has come to play a crucial role in 
European and national memories. 

In this context, Swedish Prime Minis-
ter Göran Persson, together with Tony Blair 
and Bill Clinton, established the Internation-
al Task Force on Holocaust Education Re-
membrance, and Research in 1998. Today, 
the renamed International Holocaust Re-
membrance Alliance consists of thirty-one 
member states with their government rep-
resentatives and national experts. This insti-
tutionalization was intimately linked with an 
emerging political culture, based on interna-
tional law and human rights. The lessons of 
the Holocaust were to be taught and remem-
bered for future generations in order to help 
prevent future genocides and to promote 
democracy and human rights. The Holocaust 
became in that sense the paradigmatic gen-
ocide, as noted by Swedish historians Klas-
Göran Karlsson and Kristian Gerner (Gerner 
and Karlsson 2005).

One way of understanding this de-
velopment is by considering the impact on 
European consciousness of the wars of suc-
cession in the former Yugoslavia. Following 
the collapse of communism, what happened 
there came as a shock to post-1989 Europe – 
a continent full of hope and dreams for a new 
beginning. New questions arose: What went 
wrong? How could Europe passively look on 
while their Serbian neighbors slaughtered 

8,000 Muslims? Had Europe not learned 
from the past? Was Europe about to repeat 
the same kind of madness – the killing of in-
nocent civilians on a massive scale – as hap-
pened during the Second World War? Was 
ethnic nationalism returning? Or rather, had 
ethnic nationalism ever really disappeared?

The shock not only led to a debate 
about Europe’s unconfronted past, but also 
contributed to an increased interest, both 
within the general public and among poli-
ticians, in the Holocaust. One could say, 
therefore, that the growing interest in the 
Holocaust was led by an increased focus on 
international human rights, a development 
that Nathan Sznaider and Daniel Levy also 
point to in their book Holocaust and Mem-
ory in the Global Age (2005) and which can 
be explained with what Ariel Colonomos 
has termed the moralizing of internation-
al relations that occurred during the 1990s 
(Colonomos 2008). Addressing crimes of the 
past and demanding historical justice can 
be a way to get access to the international 
political scene, something of particular im-
portance for small states (Reiter and Gärtner 
2001). Although we cannot neglect the na-
tional differences in each European country, 
stemming from different national experienc-
es during the Second World War, we can un-
derstand that what happened in the former 
Yugoslavia during the 1990s was, neverthe-
less, the beginning of a Europeanization of 
the Holocaust, both as memory and as a 
moral guidepost. 

Lessons Learned
It is within this framework that we have 

to understand why a “righteous” nation like 
Denmark considered it necessary to establish 
a Holocaust Remembrance Day, which is ob-
served each year as a theme-day, “Auschwitz 
Day”, in schools around the country. On 
January 27, Danish youngsters learn about 
the Holocaust and other genocides, and 
the general public participates in ceremo-
nies held by the municipalities around the 
country. What lessons can be learned from 
a country where Holocaust education was 
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only recently introduced and which has a 
unique status in the history of the Holocaust 
because of the unprecedented rescue of its 
Jews in October 1943? 

First, we must conclude that, although 
the annual “Auschwitz Day” is a popular ac-
tivity among most Danish high schools, we 
do not know very much about how effective 
it is as a vehicle for Holocaust education. 
From a study conducted by a group of Dan-
ish and German scholars, we know that, for 
a Danish student, the Holocaust represents 
the strongest lesson to be learned from the 
Second World War (Bjerg 2011), a fact con-
firmed by a recent poll conducted by the 
Danish daily Berlingske Tidende. Danish 
youngsters tend to refer to the history of 
the Second World War not as the history of 
the German occupation of Denmark, but 
as the history of the Holocaust (Berlingske 
30.09.2013), suggesting a transition from a 
national narrative to a global one (Bjerg and 
Lenz 2007).

Second, during the past one to two 
decades, research has provided us with 
more knowledge about the local aspects 
of Holocaust history. The Holocaust has 
become more nuanced and multifaceted, 
which, in my view, requires that we reeval-
uate how to teach the subject today. Allow 
me to emphasize my point. As mentioned, 
“Auschwitz Day” was marked for the first 
time in Denmark in January 2003. Every year 
since then, on January 27, victims are com-
memorated at ceremonies around the coun-
try, and students learn about the Holocaust 
and other genocides during specifically or-
ganized workshops and seminars. As such, 
“Auschwitz Day” works “to improve the 
awareness of the Holocaust among Danish 
students” and the principle that one should 
“never forget what the past can teach the 
future” (10 Years ITF-folder 2008, 36-37). 

Thus, “Auschwitz Day” is dedicated to 
commemorating the victims and supporting 
the survivors, while promoting education 
and public awareness about the Holocaust 
and other genocides in primary and second-
ary schools, in universities, and in the public 

at large. Or, as stated officially: “Denmark 
believes that keeping alive the memory of 
the Holocaust through education, research 
and commemorative activities is an impor-
tant way to teach future generations about 
fundamental human rights, and the neces-
sity to protect them elsewhere” (10 Years 
ITF-folder 2008, 36).

However, though we have learned that 
political will can be activated and can lead to 
institutions like the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance and the Swedish Fo-
rum for Living History, to mention a few ex-
amples, we are not certain about the impact 
of these institutions. We do not know wheth-
er teaching the history of the Holocaust and 
other genocides actually helps to create 
more tolerant and non-discriminating peo-
ple; we do not know whether this teaching 
actually keeps the memory of the Holocaust 
alive; and we do not know whether teaching 
the Holocaust may have an unintended neg-
ative impact leading to Holocaust fatigue 
and denial.

Additionally, during the past ten years, 
newly developed research has taught us 
more about local perpetrators, particularly in 
Eastern European countries. Naturally, Hol-
ocaust historians knew about the local per-
petrators and the intimate killings that took 
place on the Eastern front at the beginning 
of the war. But the increased activity that fol-
lowed the Stockholm International Forum in 
January 2000 was followed by an increased 
interest and, therefore, an expanded knowl-
edge in the general public about the differ-
ent aspects and phases of the murder of Eu-
ropean Jews. 

As such, the Holocaust has for the past 
decade become more than Auschwitz and 
the gas chambers. The public knows more 
about the intimate killings that occurred in 
places like Ukraine and Belarus, as illustrat-
ed by the debate following the publication 
of Timothy Snyder’s book Bloodlands (2010), 
and today we know much more about the 
local perpetrators. We know more about 
Jewish life before the Holocaust and about 
Jewish life during the Holocaust. 
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This development also includes the 
case of Denmark, where for many decades 
the rescue of the Danish Jews overshadowed 
the other, and less heroic, aspects of Danish 
Holocaust history. Today, thanks in part to the 
Stockholm Declaration and the globalization 
of Holocaust memory, we know more about 
Jews who fled Nazi Germany only to be de-
nied entry to Denmark (Banke 2005; Kirchhoff 
2005; Rünitz 2005; Kirchhoff and Rünitz 2007), 
and we know about those Jews in Denmark 
who were not rescued in October 1943, but 
were deported to Theresienstadt (Levin 2001; 
Lundtofte 2004; Sode-Madsen 1995; 2003). 

Also, thanks to a new generation of his-
torians, we know that Danish industries and 
the Danish agricultural sector among other 
things collaborated with the Germans during 
the Second World War (Lund 2005; Anders-
en 2003). A recent study has also provided us 
with more knowledge about the Danish Waff-
en SS and the young men who left for Ger-
many to volunteer as soldiers on the Eastern 
Front (Bundgaard, Poulsen, and Smith 1998).

How to Teach the Holocaust
These recent developments within the 

historiography of Danish history during the 
Holocaust have to be integrated into the 
teaching of the Holocaust. How, for example, 
did liberal, democratic Denmark react before 
the war to the very un-liberal phenomenon 
in neighboring Germany – the persecution 
of the Jews? And how should we understand 
the connection between Denmark’s restrictive 
refugee policy in the 1930s and the rescue of 
the Danish Jews several years later? Is there 
any connection at all? 

I believe there is, and it has to do with 
the emerging welfare state and the well-de-
fined national community in Denmark. The 
very system, which in the 1930s was so in-
tent on protecting itself and its own citizens 
by keeping Jewish refugees out, safeguarded 
the belongings left behind in Denmark of the 
Jews who fled to Sweden. The same Danish 
state that was reluctant to take in Jewish refu-
gees during the 1930s, took action to help its 
Jewish citizens and residents flee persecution 
during the fall of 1943. 

This paradox is what I have described 
as the ambivalence of Danish Holocaust his-
tory (Banke 2013). How could the Danes be 
so restrictive in keeping German Jewish ref-
ugees out, on the one hand, and carry out 
the remarkable act of civil courage in helping 
Jews escape to Sweden, on the other hand? 
The answer lies within the historical context. 
German Jewish refugees of the 1930s came 
to Denmark as immigrants and were consid-
ered a threat to Danish labor and to the social 
stability of Danish society. If the Danish state 
took in too many immigrants with Jewish 
background, many believed that there was a 
risk that Denmark, like Germany, would have 
a so-called “Jewish problem”. 

The general assumption within the Dan-
ish administration was that too many immi-
grants with Jewish background would lead to 
widespread anti-Semitism within the Danish 
population. The restrictive refugee policy of 
the 1930s was, in that sense, a way to protect 
the Danish labor market from immigrant labor 
and to avoid anti-Semitism. For Denmark, the 
1930s was the decade during which a new so-
cial contract was finally established. Denmark 
became a national community consolidated 
around the state as the all-embracing instru-
ment of social security. 

Progressive economists and politicians 
of the interwar period used much of their 
energy to develop and disseminate precise-
ly this idea and thus could not immediately 
grasp the repercussions of the refugee prob-
lem that the Nazis had created with their pol-
icies. They could condemn it, they could dis-
tance themselves from it, but they could not 
bring refugees into the new social patronage 
model. The refugee lay outside their field of 
vision. 

The important point here is that the 
social economic thinking of the 1930s 
about an all-embracing, equality-based 
state – whose primary task was to prevent 
social discontent – led to a system that 
viewed refugees in a rigid, restrictive man-
ner based on the principle of protecting the 
country’s own citizens and its national labor 
market. Hence Denmark had to be protect-
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ed against immigrant labor, even if these 
immigrants were, in fact, refugees from a 
totalitarian system, fleeing discrimination, 
persecution, and eventually deportation as 
well. 

So where does this paradox then bring 
us? And why is it important today when teach-
ing about the Holocaust to see the Danish res-
cue in a broader historical context? First of all, 
the Danish example shows us how different-
ly a society can respond to persecution and 
mass violence depending on the circumstanc-
es. What, during the 1930s, appeared to be a 
restrictive strategy which prevented entry to 
many who sought refuge, may have made the 
remarkable rescue operation that took place 
in October 1943 possible. In history, as in pol-
itics, there are no straight answers, no stories 
without complexities and paradoxes. 

The history of the Holocaust is, in part, 
local history with local aspects and local ac-
tors. In some cases, the local aspects are al-
ready integrated. Additionally, a country’s in-
dividual experience of past atrocities, human 
rights abuses, and genocide is also an im-
portant element in its definition of Holocaust 
education. In fact, you may argue, as do Ieva 
Gundare and Pieter Batelaan, that “Holo-
caust education is not, and should not be, the 
same everywhere” (Gundare and Batelaan 
2003, 152). But integrating Holocaust history 
into local history can often be easier said than 
done, which brings me to my third and final 
point, namely the relation between teaching 
the Holocaust as a universal lesson and as 
part of the human rights curriculum, on one 
hand, and teaching the Holocaust as part of 
local history, on the other hand. 

If the Holocaust becomes too much 
of a universal history lesson, as indicated by 
among others Levy and Sznaider in their work 
about global memory, there is a risk that we 
will lose the local aspects and, with them, the 
impact of these important history lessons as 
well (Levy and Sznaider 2005). Thus, local as-
pects of the Holocaust and local experience 
with human atrocities, human rights abuses, 
and genocide have to be integrated into a 
country’s definition of Holocaust education. 

There has to be a relationship between the 
universal message about “never again”, on 
the one hand, and the local experiences of 
persecution, genocidal violence, mass atroc-
ities, and racism and discrimination, on the 
other hand. 

We can observe this phenomenon in 
the European context in the case of the for-
mer communist countries, which, after be-
coming members of the European Union, 
insisted that their experiences with the other 
totalitarian past – with communism – should 
be acknowledged and remembered in the 
same way as the history of National Socialism 
and the Holocaust. As Estonian scholar Maria 
Mälksoo argues, the Baltic and Polish memo-
ry politics have brought up the controversial 
and intensely debated comparison between 
Nazi and Stalinist regimes and their respec-
tive crimes, thus contesting the uniqueness of 
Nazi crimes and questioning the singularity of 
the Holocaust as the crime against humanity 
of the twentieth century (Mälksoo 2009).

The challenges that Holocaust educa-
tion in Europe faces currently is how to bal-
ance the universal legacy of the Holocaust 
with local history of persecution, human 
rights abuses, genocide, and political mass 
violence. How is it possible to find a balance 
and avoid that the never-again imperative 
becomes such a universalized slogan that 
the message loses its actual impact? After a 
decade of intense activity, it may be time to 
evaluate the efforts that have emerged and 
readdress how to teach and learn about the 
Holocaust, based on gained experiences and 
new research, in a way that makes sense for 
the next generation as well. 
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uestions of historical learning are 
in the forefront of public attention as this 
text is being written. The Ukrainian crisis of 
2014 has triggered several possible histori-
cal lessons. Is President Vladimir Putin a tra-
ditional expansionist Russian autocrat or a 
nationalistic Soviet dictator, bent on reinstat-
ing Russian and Soviet empires? Should his 
Crimean aggression rather be compared to 
Adolf Hitler’s attacks on Austria and Czech-
oslovakia in the late interwar era? What are 
the lessons we ought to learn, in a West that 
has suddenly become more than a point on 
the compass again? Should we be content 
with learning that Russia is different and ac-
cept Russian supremacy in the post-Soviet 
territory, or should we learn the opposite his-
torical lesson that tells us that dictators must 
be stopped in time, so as to not encourage 
further aggression? Should we try to nip the 
Russian aggression in the bud instead of, like 
Neville Chamberlain in his time, insisting on 
“peace in our time” at all costs? 

It goes without saying that surprising 
external crises in general, and those involv-
ing Russia in particular, tend to pose serious, 
sharp-edged questions of what lessons his-
tory teaches us. Our relationship with Rus-
sia is always historically grounded. Howev-
er, gradual changes might also bring about 
ambitions to learn from the past, if the topic 
involved awakens strong echoes in the his-
torical culture in which we evaluate what his-
tory is worth teaching and learning. During 
the last two decades, Holocaust history has 
obviously occupied such a position when 
Europeans have made sense of their histo-

ry. Questions of and answers to what we can 
or ought to learn from the Holocaust have 
abounded in the cultural, educational, polit-
ical, and scholarly spheres. My contribution 
to the conference proceedings will follow in 
these footsteps. 

Two Basic Answers
What can we learn from history? The 

classical question whether a human being 
or a society, by means of experience and 
memory or through more systematic history 
training, can learn to orientate itself better 
in life with than without this history, is always 
as tempting as it is difficult to answer. Two 
fundamental answers have traditionally been 
given in philosophical literature. The first is 
Hegel’s, ascertaining that the only thing we 
can learn from history is that we can never 
learn anything. History never repeats itself. 
However, this does not contradict the idea 
that history leaves more or less regular trac-
es, patterns, and “cases” from which we can 
learn. Hegel himself favored the idea that 
any history contains the seed of its own de-
struction, a contradiction that dialectically 
carries history forward towards higher stages 
of development. The professional historian’s 
response is prescribed by the idea that his-
tory is eternal change, which makes learn-
ing situations other than those connected 
to change and development non-existent. 
The wider societal repudiation of the idea 
is that the ambition to learn from history 
throughout history has been connected to 
evil themes, such as biology and race, Na-
zism and communism, and the legitimation 
of non-democratic power. 

The other fundamental answer is Cice-
ro’s famous dictum that history is the master 
of life. When history comes close to repe-
tition, wise men, provided with leadership 
and strategic judgment based on relevant 

holocaust history and
HIstorICAl leArnIng
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historical knowledge, can avoid the mistakes 
that the first time resulted in war, genocide, 
economic crises, and other human catastro-
phes. Thus, history acts as an early warning 
system. A political use of history, built on a 
straight relation between “now” and “then”, 
often starts with a “syndrome” that is sup-
posed to transcend historical boundaries, 
such as the “Munich” one, based on the 
idea that an external aggression that is not 
taken seriously and actively counteracted 
risks repetition. Such a political use of history 
is fomented by the fact that some boundary 
historical events are considered more valua-
ble to learn from and are more relatable to 
present concerns than others, the Holocaust 
being the primary example. This means that 
you can make simplistic political gains by 
comparing everything from abortion policies 
to the Israeli treatment of the Palestinians 
with the Jewish genocide. Similarities are 
emphasized, while differences are held back. 

The Dual Predicament
One of the real problems related to the 

idea of learning from history is that we are 
in the middle of it. One side of us is that we 
are history. This extreme proximity to histo-
ry is something we cannot avoid. The best 
question we could pose to uphold a benefi-
cial analytical and critical distance to history 
is a genetic one. This means that we depict 
ourselves, our society, and the history we fo-
cus on as the temporary final point of a line-
ar history in constant motion. We learn from 
roots and developments, causes and effects, 
intentions and consequences that must be 
laid bare in order for us to explain what we 
and the world have become, and why it is 
so. Alternative and counterfactual scenarios 
are natural parts of this historical thinking. 
The genetic perspective, so salient among 
professional historians, normally highlights 
unique events and developments, situated 
along the chronological line, but not neces-
sarily related to the present world. Its weak 
point is that any history is situated there, and 
that the genetic perspective in itself lacks a 
mechanism for selection. Consequently, any 

history might be interesting for a profession-
al historian. 

Luckily, this is just half the human pre-
dicament. The other side is that we, being 
history, are also simultaneously making his-
tory. As human beings, we can rise above 
life itself and make use of our experience, 
history, and memory to understand our pres-
ent situation, make sense of the past and 
orientate ourselves towards the future. Quite 
contrary to the genetic “we-are-history” per-
spective, the genealogical idea, related to 
the “we-make-history” notion, is that history 
is retrospective, starting from the concerns 
and questions of posterity, who turn to histo-
ry for guidelines and meaning in life. When 
turning back, we look for continuities and 
repetitions from which to learn, often elabo-
rated as analogies or comparisons. As men-
tioned, such a retrospective operation is not 
arbitrary and spontaneous, but is dependent 
on established, pre-formed cultural values. 
Thus, when we address history genealogi-
cally, we on the one hand actively make use 
of it to satisfy various needs and interests, 
but on the other hand we are already cul-
turally disposed to learn from some histo-
ries and to forget or repress others. Scholars 
such as Michel Foucault (2002) and Reinhart 
Koselleck (2000) have underlined this access 
to archeological strata or Zeitschichten that 
makes contact with history possible, but also 
provides it with restrictions. 

Our dual historical predicament indi-
cates that we must learn history genetical-
ly and genealogically at the same time. The 
perspectives support and reinforce each oth-
er. Genetic history demands a trigger, while 
genealogical history often is in bad need of 
a critical corrective. However, they are also 
open for qualifications. The most urgent one 
relates to the distinction between the unique 
and the general, between idiographic and 
nomothetic history. Most historians, oriented 
towards historical unicity, certainly deny that 
human beings always and everywhere are 
the same, but many would nevertheless ar-
gue that basic existential conditions are sim-
ilar over time: we are born, eat, reproduce 
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ourselves, organize, make sense of our ex-
istence, and die. Ideas of enduring and solid 
structural conditions, connected to power, 
ownership, and culture, are often used to 
overcome the genetic-genealogical divide. 
Historical structures might also include the-
ories and theses constructed on historical 
ground, such as “democratic state powers 
never perpetrate genocide”. It has an im-
plicit genetic approach in the fact that both 
democracy and genocide are latecomers in 
history. However, the real point of departure 
is rather genealogical, as a kind of histori-
cal invocation, closely related to the “Never 
again!” spell.

Three Learning Perspectives
The conclusion of these philosophical 

or theoretical ideas is that we have three 
learning perspectives at our disposal if we 
intend to learn from Holocaust history: a ge-
netic, a structural, and a genealogical one. 
All three of them must be addressed in the 
same learning process if we are looking for 
complex and multifaceted learning. The 
starting point of any learning process is the 
basic genealogical question: Why the Hol-
ocaust? Although few have denied its im-
portance, and yet fewer have questioned its 
unique features as the great rupture of civi-
lization, the question has been given a mul-
titude of ideological, legal, moral, political, 
and scholarly answers (Karlsson and Zander 
2003; 2006). In the latter sphere, prominent 
scholars such as Paul Ricœur (2004) and 
Jörn Rüsen (2001; 2004) have reflected on 
how we might heal this open wound of our 
historical culture. Both indicate the general 
difficulty of dealing with a catastrophic or 
traumatic historical experience as a geno-
cide, which is not naturally digested into a 
meaningful narrative and which tend to be 
handled differently from one generation and 
nation to another. Nevertheless, both agree 
on the necessity to find good ways to learn 
from the Holocaust. Many recent general an-
swers involve traditional genealogical con-
cepts such as compassion, tolerance, regret, 
responsibility, and guilt. Furthermore, con-
temporary historical culture often dwells on 

sorrow, suffering, and victimhood as points 
of departure when we try to make sense 
of inhumanity. It is still true that the victors 
control history, but in the last decades, they 
have entered into strong competition with 
the victims of history. 

In this analysis, we should not leave out 
of consideration the more instrumental mo-
tives of the Holocaust occupation, such as le-
gitimation. This strategy of historical culture 
is not necessarily incompatible with the more 
“noble”, “human”, or “progressive” needs 
and interests just mentioned. The Holocaust 
interest of the last two decades is an impor-
tant aspect of a cultural integration process 
within the European Union, providing it with 
a founding history as well as a crucial motive 
force for its existence. In the EU rhetoric, the 
organization was set up to break with the war 
and genocide of the past, and its existence 
is a guarantee that the anti-Semitism, racism, 
and xenophobia that risks bringing about 
another Holocaust will not find a European 
foothold. Any attempts to deny or banalize 
the Holocaust should be counteracted. This 
idea of a founding and acting history of the 
EU is evident from this Presidency statement 
from 2005:

The significance of the Holocaust 
is universal. But it commands a 
place of special significance in 
European remembrance. It is in 
Europe that the Holocaust took 
place. And, like the United Na-
tions, it is out of that dark epi-
sode that a new Europe was 
born. European Union member 
states work together to promote 
peace and democracy within 
its borders and beyond. This is 
something which we could not 
have imagined 60 years ago. Yet 
some members of our societies 
still face intolerance and prej-
udice. The best tribute we can 
pay to the victims and survivors 
of the Holocaust is to speak out 
against such attitudes in our own 
communities. (Jones Parry 2005) 
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This development certainly helps to ex-
plain why my own country, Sweden, became 
a leading actor in Holocaust historical culture 
within the European context into which Swe-
den entered in 1995. Before that, Sweden 
was a bystander in European politics, one 
that for several postwar decades prided it-
self with standing outside European histori-
cal affairs in general, and war and genocide 
history in particular. Sweden represented 
the good history, Europe the evil one, it was 
more or less explicitly argued. The Swedish 
example demonstrates well the important 
role that Holocaust history has played in the 
Europeanization of normally strongly nation-
ally-colored historical cultures13

This analysis points to the importance 
of bringing the genealogical history togeth-
er with a genetic perspective with analytical, 
critical, and reflexive qualities. There is a 
need to learn that the Holocaust for sever-
al decades sank into oblivion, or rather was 
considered an embarrassment in the post-
war era, dominated by what Jeffrey Alexan-
der (2004) has called a progressive story of 
social and economic progress and lack of 
global war. The lessons related to why the 
surviving eyewitnesses fell silent and their 
children unambiguously turned their heads 
towards the future are interesting indeed. 
This certainly also goes for the entire process 
of the gradual rediscovery of the genocide 
in the next generation. Today, not only the 
Swedes but most people in the West have 
realized that being a Holocaust bystander is 
a totally unacceptable position, close to be-
ing an accomplice. Crimes against humanity 
engage us all. 

What is more, there is a tendency in ge-
nealogical history to situate its object outside 
or beyond history, transforming it from a fac-
tual event of empirical evidence to a myth-

1  1 The Swedish example is further analyzed in 
Klas-Göran Karlsson, “The Holocaust as Politics and Use of History 
– the Example of Living History,” in The Swedish Success Story?, 
eds. Kurt Almqvist and Kay Glans (Stockholm: Axel and Margaret 
Ax:son Johnson Foundation, 2004), 241–51; Klas-Göran Karlsson, 
“The Holocaust, Communist Terror and the Activation of Swedish 
Historical Culture,” in Historical Memory Culture in the Enlarged 
Baltic Sea Region and Its Symptoms Today, eds. Oliver Rath-
kolb and Imbi Sooman (Vienna: Vienna University Press, 2011), 
195–212.

ical or even religious event. It is extremely 
unfortunate if the Holocaust is allowed to 
leave the historical realm. Therefore, learn-
ing must include strong elements of histori-
zation. Holocaust history must include basic 
genetic analyses of the ideological origin 
and political and social root system of the 
Jewish genocide, of intentionalist and func-
tionalist interpretations, and of the effects 
of the genocide on the postwar world, just 
to name a few crucial tasks. Counterfactual 
analyses, so popular in present historical cul-
ture, should avoid any attempts to eliminate 
or reduce the Holocaust from the visual field, 
but could with advantage address important 
questions of the strength of the linear rela-
tionship between, on the one hand, the prel-
udes of the Nazi destruction program, such 
as the Nuremberg laws, deportation plans, 
or ghettoization policies, and, on the other 
hand, the accomplished genocide. 

The structural learning, finally, forces an 
approach that puts the Holocaust in a larger 
context of genocidal processes, regimes, and 
societies, thereby naturally addressing pre-
carious comparative questions of Holocaust 
unicity, and even more precarious questions 
of interconnections between the Holocaust 
and other genocidal situations. The ques-
tion whether the Holocaust was a secondary 
reaction to Soviet Communist terror, and if 
Hitler “learned” genocide from Lenin and 
Stalin, triggered the Historikerstreit, the Ger-
man Historians’ debate, in the 1980s (see 
Knowlton and Cates 1993). The answer from 
the absolute majority of the scholars was so 
unequivocally negative that few have dared 
to pose the question since then. The gen-
eral approach, more popular among social 
scientists than with historians, is to analyze 
the systematic role of ideology, revolution, 
war, empire, or modernity in a genocidal 
situation. As mentioned before, the reason 
why the approach should be attractive even 
for advocates of historical learning is that the 
structural element serves to unite the genet-
ic and genealogical perspectives. Anti-Semi-
tism, in my mind the crucial condition for the 
perpetration of the Holocaust, can be ana-
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lyzed genetically, when we ask questions of 
the Holocaust ideological root system, such 
as how anti-Semitism was made part of po-
litical programs in many European countries 
in the early twentieth century. On the contra-
ry, anti-Semitism is unfortunately also highly 
genealogically relevant in the present time, 
when this ideological infection spreads over 
Europe and combines to make the Holo-
caust the significant historical experience of 
modern history.

The Communism–Nazism Nexus
My final comment goes back to the 

sore point of the German Historikerstreit. In 
my opinion, we should venture to situate the 
Holocaust and Soviet Communist terror in 
the same historical narrative, not in order to 
place them on an equal footing, but to com-
pare them. The triple analytical model I have 
suggested here should provide a guarantee 
that history will be learned in such a quali-
fied way that both phenomena gain from it, 
separately and together. We need to analyze 
German and Russian-Soviet historical de-
velopments side by side, to see where they 
converge or repel one another; we need to 
scrutinize their totalitarian traits, including 
their systems and mechanisms of mass vio-
lence; and we need to study the perceptions 
and attitudes of the terror histories in the af-
terworld. 

The best arguments for this learning 
process are probably that this is already be-
ing done in the broader historical culture and 
that the Holocaust, for better or for worse, 
always serves as a kind of genocide para-
digm. If only in this genealogical sense, the 
two borderline histories rest on some joint 
archeological layers. The sedimentation is 
not only obvious from the fact that Gestapo 
and KGB used the same terror houses and 
camps in several parts of Europe, occupied 
both by Nazi Germany and Communist So-
viet Union, but also from the fact that these 
buildings now serve as museums of these 
terror regimes. Consequently, we should not 
immediately reject the concept but reflect 
thoroughly on the complex learning of his-
tory when we are confronted by notions of a 
“Red Holocaust”. 
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 n popular discourse the terms Na-
zism, fascism, and the Holocaust are used 
as measuring sticks for any kind of regime, 
event, or policy. There are, of course, times 
when comparisons or analogies are useful, 
but far too often expressions such as “fas-
cism” and “Holocaust” are used in poor taste 
and even more frequently with little under-
standing of what these terms mean and/or 
the time period to which they are referring. 
For example, in May 2014 a Tennessee state 
senator wrote on his blog: “democrats brag-
ging about the number of mandatory sign 
ups for Obamacare is like Germans bragging 
about the number of manditory (sic) sign ups 
for ‘train rides’ for Jews in the 40s” (Hum-
phrey 2014). We are also familiar with com-
parisons between the Holocaust and the Bal-
kan Wars of the 1990s, or between Saddam 
Hussein and Adolf Hitler, or more recently 
between Vladimir Putin and Hitler (Dvorak 
2014). Of course, such comments serve po-
litical goals, but they also demonstrate a ba-
sic lack of historical knowledge, specifically 
concerning what happened in the past and 
the arguments we use to talk about the past.

I find that the students who take my 
classes on Nazi Germany and the Holocaust 
may not be so cavalier with these expres-
sions, but they, nevertheless, also have a fair-
ly static and ahistorical understanding of the 
past. They tend to think that the Holocaust 
started in September 1939 with the German 
invasion of Poland or in 1933 with the Nazi 

seizure of power. Worse still: according to a 
national survey, one-third of Americans ei-
ther do not know that the Holocaust took 
place during the Second World War or be-
lieve that it took place at a different time 
(Novick 1999). Students fail to see the de-
velopment that occurred; they fail to under-
stand the Holocaust historically. For them (as 
well as for the general public) the Holocaust 
exists outside of time. To use the words of 
Jeffrey Alexander: the Holocaust becomes 
free-floating rather than situated – univer-
sal rather than particular (Alexander 2009). 
Students are often unable to understand 
that the Holocaust was a historical event that 
can be contextually defined and that narra-
tives and memorials about the Holocaust are 
specific to the time during which they were 
written or created. The Holocaust for them 
is not something that happened, but rath-
er a mystical, inexplicable phenomenon. My 
objective in this conference publication is to 
discuss why people seem to prefer to view 
the Holocaust as an ahistorical event, which 
I follow with an example of how I try to con-
front this situation with my students.

Acknowledgement of the dichotomy 
concerning historical and ahistorical expla-
nations about the Holocaust is not new. Ac-
cording to the Holocaust historian Yehuda 
Bauer:

There is a very basic question 
that any research on the Hol-
ocaust faces, but that people 
rarely address consciously: was 
the Holocaust a historical event 
that, like all historical events, 
can be analyzed and under-
stood, no less, though per-
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haps no more, than any other 
historical event? Or is it some-
thing inexplicable, something 
that transcends the capability 
of humans to understand and 
internalize? Is there perhaps 
some inner substance in this 
particular series of events that 
is beyond the grasp of humans. 
(Bauer 2009, 19)

I should explain at the beginning that 
I am a historian – a scholar used to working 
with written, visual, and oral sources. As a 
historian, I am more interested in specifics 
and the arguments that bind them together 
than in universalizing agendas, and I would 
agree with Hannah Arendt that the radical 
evil we connect to the Holocaust is specif-
ic to Nazism rather than part of the human 
condition (Jay 2009). In my teaching I put a 
lot of emphasis on the development of the 
Holocaust – in understanding the events, the 
context, the causes, and the contingencies.

The ahistorical approach to the Hol-
ocaust that has become common is often 
associated with arguments emphasizing 
uniqueness: in presenting the Holocaust as 
a distinctive and incomprehensible event. 
It appears to fall outside of history (Marrus 
1987). According to Elie Wiesel, “The Hol-
ocaust cannot be described, it cannot be 
communicated, it is unexplainable” (quoted 
in Reichek 1976, 42). Christian theologians 
have made similar arguments, stating that 
the Holocaust is “the perfected figuration 
of the demonic” (Cohen 1981, 6-7, 32-33, 
48; see also Modras 1995). And others ar-
gue that “over time the Holocaust moves 
from being considered a horrific and criminal 
by-product of a savage war to being seen as 
a core event in itself: a ‘trauma-drama’ and 
an ‘engorged’ symbol of ultimate evil” (Hart-
man 2009, x). Many scholars who approach 
the Holocaust from this perspective worry 
that if we do not emphasize absolute evil, 
we are diminishing the horrendous crimes 
committed. The Holocaust scholar Michael 
Marrus recognizes this and argues:

Close scholarly attention, it 
is feared, might diminish the 
horror evoked by the event, 
or lessen the respect accorded 
the most traumatic experience 
of the Jewish people in living 
memory. A related apprehen-
sion is that the dispassionate 
rethinking of some traditional 
notions of Nazism and the Hol-
ocaust might end up by trivial-
izing the fundamentally evil na-
ture of the regime. To others, 
the Holocaust remains an em-
barrassment, either because 
of a lingering antipathy toward 
the victims or because of an as-
sumption that extensive histori-
cal investigation might suggest 
awkward particularist commit-
ments. For both groups, aca-
demic discussion of the Holo-
caust has been uncomfortable. 
(1987, 1)

The perspective that emphasizes 
uniqueness and inexplicability is understand-
able, and, despite its insistence on unique-
ness, it is also the perspective that often en-
courages comparisons, resulting in viewing 
the Holocaust as what Jeffrey Alexander calls 
a “bridging metaphor” that is “unique and 
nonunique at the same time” (quoted in Jay 
2009, 111; see also Alexander 2009, 49ff.). 
This perspective may help educators teach 
about tolerance and prejudice, but it does 
not help us understand the past or come to 
terms with the past – to use another load-
ed expression. It does not allow us to carry 
out the historian’s craft, which Michael Mar-
rus explains “is to get it right!” (2009, 74). I 
often tell my students that if they think that 
the Holocaust and its perpetrators represent 
pure evil, or what others have called “macro-
evil” (Modras 1995, 231), then I do not know 
what I can teach them, since I cannot explain 
evil. I can only attempt to describe and per-
haps explain human actions.
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What I hope to teach students is not 
that the Nazis were inhuman, but that they 
were indeed human. They were like you 
and I. They – perpetrators and bystanders – 
faced choices and made decisions, and it is 
people who should be held responsible for 
what they did. I also am very careful about 
discussing causes, since all too often stu-
dents want “the cause” to be remote and 
categorical or a link to the human condition. 
I would argue that no historical event is mo-
nocausal. We cannot describe Germans as 
“Hitler’s willing executioners”. History is not 
driven by forces beyond our control; it is di-
rected by human beings and their decisions.

When I teach courses on Nazi Germa-
ny and the Holocaust I emphasize chronolo-
gy – “change over time” or what Christopher 
Clark has called “sequences of interactions” 
(Clark 2012, xxvii) – and historiography, that 
is the various narratives about different top-
ics. In trying to answer the question of “how” 
and to some extent “why” it happened, the 
students need to contextualize the sources 
and the narratives (which include memorials).

One way I have attempted to do this, 
in addition to regular classroom lectures and 
discussions, has been a documentary film 
project with a group of students concern-
ing Holocaust education. The students en-
rolled in a class on documentary filmmaking, 
then they and I set out together to make a 
film, specifically about how the Holocaust is 
taught in upstate New York. Since the Holo-
caust is a subject in all public schools in the 
state, we wanted to investigate how teach-
ers explained it to students.

The immediate objectives (as part of 
making the film) were different than a regular 
history course on the Holocaust, but the un-
derlying goal was similar: to figure out how 
and why the Holocaust is taught – to discov-
er the narratives used to explain the Holo-
caust. I wanted us to investigate whether 
the Holocaust was being taught historically. 
I should point out that for much of the time 
the students believed that they were only 
documenting Holocaust instruction; they 
struggled to understand that we were also 

trying to be critical of the ahistorical pres-
entations used by many instructors.

I asked the students to read Peter 
Novick’s book The Holocaust in American 
Life (1999) so as to encourage them to think 
about the role the Holocaust has come to 
play in our lives today: to contemplate why 
the Holocaust is taught and formulate ques-
tions and answers as to what we want young 
people to learn about the Holocaust. It was 
a long process – eventually taking up two 
semesters – during which we conducted in-
terviews with numerous high school, junior 
high, and university instructors, as well as 
their students; brought a group of educators 
together to discuss Holocaust education; 
and edited the film.

In the end, our film, Never Again: 
Lessons from the Holocaust, portrays ways 
in which the Holocaust is taught in public 
schools as well as some of the concerns that 
I (and others) have when educators fail to 
treat the Holocaust as a historical event. All 
of the classroom examples and interviews 
with teachers that we used in the film repre-
sent the perspective that the Holocaust was 
a distinct event and that we need to identify 
with the victims. All the teachers feel strong-
ly about its exclusiveness and at least one of 
the teachers idolizes Elie Wiesel and other 
Holocaust survivors. For her these people 
represent “good” and should serve as role 
models. Overwhelmingly, the teachers ad-
here to the common perspective that em-
phasizes uniqueness and absolute views of 
good and evil. 

The second half of the film follows 
three high school teachers, a professor from 
the University of Albany, and a Holocaust 
survivor as they discuss the ways they con-
vey the subject. The outcome of this meet-
ing – mainly voiced by the university profes-
sor, who formulates the same argument that 
I am making in this paper in favor of teaching 
the Holocaust as a historical event – is that 
there are specific ways that the Holocaust is 
taught to students in upstate New York (and 
throughout the country). In our meeting there 
is a heated discussion concerning unique-
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ness, during which the high school teachers 
insist that the Holocaust must be taught as 
an exclusive event; it cannot be compared to 
other forms of genocide. For them the Hol-
ocaust deserves to be treated differently be-
cause, unlike other known examples, it was 
carried out by an industrial, advanced socie-
ty. The Holocaust survivor intervenes at this 
point and argues that victims of genocide 
in Bosnia or Rwanda did not stop and think 
to themselves that what was happening was 
not so bad, since the atrocities against them 
were not carried out by an industrial society. 
She points out that “suffering is suffering.” 
The university professor also asks the teach-
ers to think about the two things that they 
keep saying: “unique” and “never again”, 
because they are not congruent. If one be-
lieves in uniqueness, then “never again” is 
not an issue. It will not and cannot happen 
again. As one might imagine, this leads to a 
great deal of tension during our discussion 
concerning Holocaust education.

My point in describing this is not nec-
essarily to provide answers, but to demon-
strate how the students and I wanted to con-
front the problem of Holocaust education – a 
problem that I see every semester with the 
students who enter my classes. They usually 
know something about the subject, but they 
do not understand the context; they do not 
understand how things changed over time. 
Instead they fixate on suffering and a strug-
gle between good and evil. It is true – and 
this also is depicted in the film – that when 
high school students learn a very dyadic im-
age of that time period, it makes my job as 
a university professor much easier. I simply 
have to deconstruct what they know. As the 
professor from the University of Albany told 
one of the high school teachers: his job is 
to desacralize people like Elie Wiesel. The 
film is meant to challenge us to think about 
why we teach the subject. Clearly, the Holo-
caust needs to be a major part of the curric-
ulum, but what do we want the students to 
learn? Do we just want them to feel bad? Do 
we want them to have a static image of the 
1930s and early 1940s? Do we want them to 

make ahistorical comparisons?
My main objective in teaching the 

Holocaust is to encourage students to think 
about what happened historically, that is to 
see change over time, to ask how it hap-
pened, and to discover that our explanations 
are also contextually defined. I want to de-
construct, if need be, a static view of the Hol-
ocaust as well as discourage the students’ 
desire to describe the past (and the present) 
as a struggle between good and evil. This 
may not always be the most popular ap-
proach to explaining the Holocaust, but it is 
the most truthful. Descriptions of Auschwitz 
as the “metonym for the human condition” 
(Jay 2009, 111) tend to universalize the Hol-
ocaust, which weakens our understanding 
of the past as well as our sense of historical 
development. The result is poorly informed 
students and sometimes offensive analogies, 
such as the one mentioned at the beginning 
of my contribution to the conference vol-
ume. Before we can compare the Holocaust 
to other forms of genocide, we need to un-
derstand what happened during the Second 
World War as well as how we have discussed 
and memorialized the Holocaust since 1945.
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he active inquiry process of working 
with video testimonies of Holocaust survivors 
from the University of Southern California 
(USC) Shoah Foundation’s Visual History Ar-
chive (VHA) directs graduate students’ atten-
tion to questions of representability and me-
morialization of the Holocaust (Dorner and 
Pető, forthcoming). In particular, multimedia 
projects embedded in the social sciences 
and humanities curricula at the graduate lev-
el give a special focus to the processes of re-
searching conceptual questions through the 
development of new media narrative forms. 
For example, IWitness is a secure online tool 
for watching, searching, editing, and sharing 
the audio-visual contents provided by the 
USC Shoah Foundation. 

In this contribution to the conference 
publication, we discuss and reflect on the 
multiple ways in which students integrated 
both the medium and the message in their 
projects, in order to arrive at a systematized 
inquiry about representation. We then inves-

tigate the question: to what degree did that 
process result in a reflective deconstruction 
and/or a conceptual reconstruction of me-
morialization.  

Case Being Described
The current analysis is based on un-

dergraduate and graduate students’ course-
work in the Gendered Memories of the Holo-
caust research seminar offered by the Central 
European University, Hungary, in collabora-
tion with Smith College, US. This seminar 
is modeled on the pioneering transatlantic 
research seminar, Interrogating the Archive. 
Launched in Fall 2012 in collaboration with 
the University of Minnesota, US, Interrogat-
ing the Archive offered a methodological 
precedent as far as digital pedagogy is con-
cerned (Dorner and Pető, forthcoming). The 
Gendered Memories of the Holocaust semi-
nar was designed to foster the development 
of students’ critical perspectives of Holo-
caust narratives that are shaped by practic-
es of memorialization. This approach to the 
interconnection between “Holocaust-as-his-
tory” and “Holocaust-as-memory” was built 
on the assertion that understanding the 
Holocaust is inseparable from the ways in 
which it has been handed down to us (Young 
1988). The structure of the course itself was 
designed, firstly, to develop students’ famil-
iarity with theoretical frameworks regarding 
narratives about Holocaust memorialization 
(more specifically various ways of gender-
ing the Holocaust), including case studies 
of several genres of Holocaust representa-
tion (memorial sites, memoirs and diaries, 
family photographs, and video testimonies 

neW WAYs oF seeIng: dIgItAl 
testimonies, reFlective 
InQUIrY, And VIdeo PedAgogY 
In A grAdUAte seMInAr
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archived digitally) and, secondly, to foster 
students’ engagement with these concepts 
by having to edit their own multimedia nar-
rative with the help of the IWitness program. 

Students were first introduced to the 
VHA through scholarly critiques of digital 
collections and through a demonstration of 
the use of the search engine in the archive 
before being trained in the use of IWitness. 
The multimedia assignment is the essence 
of the video pedagogy. Through this assign-
ment, students are introduced to the skills 
required to edit a short movie using clips 
of survivor testimonies, after which the stu-
dents record a one to three minute video, 
reflecting on their own research and learning 
process. The assignment was also followed 
by a separate classroom session dedicated 
to viewing the participants’ video materials 
as well as engaging in “dialogues of witness-
ing” (Zembylas 2006, 318). 

Insights
Based on our analysis of multimedia 

projects from twenty-eight students that in-
cluded 171 selected excerpts from the visual 
testimonies, the subject matter selected by 
the students ranged from the historical inter-
rogation of women as historical agents (e.g., 
female perpetrators, women in resistance 
movements), specifically gendered experi-
ences (e.g., identity exposure, postwar lib-
erator assault, pregnancy during the Holo-
caust), and analyses of domestic and family 
traditions (e.g., narratives of food, concepts 
of family, home, faith), to the excavation of 
less often analyzed survivor groups (e.g., les-
bian camp inmates, Afro-German experienc-
es of the Holocaust). 

We understand these subjects to reflect 
those narratives that have come to consti-
tute the “mainstream” representations and 
as we see through a more complex structure, 
these multimedia narratives could ultimately 
be transformed to include perspectives on 
the ethical and epistemological responsibil-
ities of representation and memorialization. 
Without structural complexity these narra-
tives can seem repetitive and shallow. With-

out the analytical attention to the “overall 
text of the testimony” (Young 1988, 168), the 
sheer number of testimonies can become an 
overwhelming mass of digital information. 

On a positive note, in a few cases the 
students’ topical choice demonstrated the 
potential for constructing space for new nar-
ratives (e.g., “Estonian Concentration Camp 
Scenery: A Gendered Analysis of Fear Ge-
ography”; “Liberation: The New Hiding”; 
“Silencing and the Holocaust”; or “The Af-
ro-German Experiences in the Holocaust”). 
However, in these cases the novelty of the 
topic was through the students’ high level of 
digital authority, accompanied by the high-
est level of sophisticated engagement. In 
these cases, the theoretical constructs were 
critiqued and further explored through “cre-
ative theorizing” (Benmayor 2008, 195), by 
using technology to convey symbolic mean-
ing in an artistic visual representation.

The demonstration of one’s awareness 
of one’s own agency is the highest level of 
digital authority that we observed in a video 
project. This revealed a critical engagement 
with the medium of the video itself through 
exploring its potential for conveying symbol-
ic meaning, and indicated a reflective de-
construction of representability, thus contrib-
uting to the process of memorialization in an 
authentic way. The video narrative entitled 
“Silencing and the Holocaust” explored the 
topic of silencing from different perspectives, 
including survivors’ self-silencing, the silenc-
ing perpetuated by the archival process, as 
well as the medium of the video itself. In-
stances of technical failure (e.g., audio or 
visual failure) were included as frames for the 
less than four-minute video that contained 
an abrupt collage of seventeen survivor clips 
on topics that were organized in the fashion 
of the VHA, as “testimony sharing willing-
ness/reluctance” and “future message”. This 
video with the speedy sequence of one to 
two sentence-long clips by survivors draws 
attention to the threat of de-personalization 
facing survivor testimonies in the digital ar-
chive through the deconstruction of those 
practices of memorialization that demand 
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coherency, intimacy, and familiarity of survi-
vor narratives.

Two additional student projects demon-
strated a thoughtful inquiry into the challeng-
es of representation and memorialization in 
multimedia narratives. These two projects 
contributed to the reflective deconstruction 
of memorialization in their video narratives 
by analyzing the silencing in the archive itself 
through a focus on the small victim category 
of Afro-Germans and the gender-specific ex-
perience of liberator sexual assault. 

The video exploring the Afro-German 
victim category discussed memorialization in 
multimedia narrative by examining the avail-
ability of search terms and the results sup-
plied by the online archive. It also reflected 
on the respective research questions and as-
sumptions that the student filmmaker voiced 
in the video narrative. In doing so, the stu-
dent constructed a video that is both a nar-
rative from Holocaust survivor testimony in 
IWitness, as well as a self-recorded reflection. 
This video demonstrates that self-reflection 
on behalf of the researcher can reveal a com-
bination of emotional and theoretical moti-
vations that contribute to Holocaust memo-
rialization. At the same time it demonstrates 
the ethical and epistemological responsibili-
ties involved in representing and preserving 
memories of the past. 

The video narrative on the post-liber-
ation experience of sexual violence against 
female survivors was similarly laden with 
the notions of ethical and epistemological 
responsibility. This video included reflec-
tion on the student’s anger at the tenden-
cy for scholarship to silence more difficult 
narratives. The intention to create space for 
emerging new narratives was voiced in the 
video – particularly by extending the analysis 
of the Holocaust to include what is generally 
referred to as the aftermath of the event – as 
well as through the assertion that “post-Hol-
ocaust does not mean post violence” espe-
cially for female survivors. 

Significance for the Future of Holocaust Me-
morialization
 By adopting a bottom-up, inductive ap-
proach to our empirical data, we were able 
to re-examine the preliminary analyses of 
students’ multimedia narrative projects that 
dealt with issues of representation and me-
morialization in video narratives created from 
video testimonies of Holocaust survivors. As 
we argued, students’ engagement with nar-
ratives of Holocaust historiography and their 
contribution to memorialization can be lo-
cated in their decisions regarding topic and 
structure, their self-positioning as authors/
narrators (including the level of digital au-
thority and self-reflectivity), and their edito-
rial and creative (artistic) stance towards the 
inclusion of other historical materials in their 
video narrative. A highly developed critical 
approach towards the theoretical constructs 
of representability and memorialization that 
includes attentiveness to ethical and episte-
mological responsibilities can be identified 
in projects that emphasize manifestations 
of the process of silencing in both survivors’ 
testimonies, as well as those processes im-
plemented by the visual archive in the act of 
collection.

As the title of our contribution to the 
conference publication indicates, we are in-
terested in our students’ (new) ways of see-
ing, that is, how they explore and multiply 
mediated representations of the Holocaust, 
and eventually deconstruct those same rep-
resentations to also open up space for new 
narratives. At the same time, as educators 
we also want to continue to develop our own 
ways of seeing. It is our responsibility to con-
tinually strive for an ever more nuanced an-
alytical perspective of new media narratives, 
in order that we may further expand our in-
structional strategies through the purpose-
ful use of video narratives in the university 
classroom. 
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he International Tracing Service 
(ITS) collections opened to researchers and 
became available digitally at locations around 
the globe starting in 2007. Its holdings had 
constituted the largest closed archive relat-
ed to the Holocaust, forced labor, and Nazi 
persecution. Recently inscribed into the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Memory 
of the World Register, the availability of ITS 
materials both digitally and onsite in Bad Ar-
olsen, Germany, has opened important new 
potential for understanding the Holocaust 
and other Nazi-era crimes. While utilized for 
decades principally for tracing purposes, the 
documents provide opportunities for a bet-
ter understanding of a broad range of topics 
related to persecution, incarceration, forced 
labor, mass murder, displacement, resettle-
ment, and the legacies of those experiences 
as a result of World War II.141 

The digitization of this vast collection 
and its electronic availability at copy-hold-
ing institutions has fundamentally trans-
formed the ways we consider and approach 
ITS. Heretofore unimagined access and new 

1 For more information about the history of ITS and 
the ITS Digital Archive, see https://www.its-arolsen.org/ 
and http://www.ushmm.org/research/competitive-academ-
ic-programs/its-academic-programs. 

search tools have revealed the archive’s un-
realized scholarly possibilities, including the 
opportunity to peruse the holdings by top-
ic and theme. Decades of collection and 
organization to facilitate tracing, however, 
molded the structure of the actual archive 
and therefore shaped the digital copy in 
ways that present both benefits and chal-
lenges to scholarly research. Understanding 
the archive’s compilation informs an under-
standing of the power of the collections re-
sulting from digitization. 

The Case Being Described
As early as 1943, the Allies compiled 

useful documents and set up a Tracing Bu-
reau with the British Red Cross in London to 
begin the work of tracing missing people. As 
the Allies advanced eastward – as they liber-
ated camps and came across Nazi offices – 
they continued their collection and brought 
what they found with them. From London, 
the Tracing Bureau moved to Versailles and 
then Frankfurt. Finally, in January 1946, the 
Allies chose to permanently locate the docu-
ments in Bad Arolsen because of its uniquely 
intact lines of communication in a devastat-
ed postwar Germany and its location central 
to all four zones of occupation.

In the chaos of a reconstructing post-
war Europe, the United Nations Relief and 
Rehabilitation Administration carried out the 
principle task of caring for and repatriating 
millions of non-German refugees from the 
end of the war until June 30, 1947. In July 
1947, the International Refugee Organiza-
tion took over the task of managing the work 

tHe dIgItAl trAnsForMAtIon 
oF the international 
trACIng serVICe dIgItAl 
collection
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of tracing individuals and renamed the ma-
terials and work in Bad Arolsen the “Interna-
tional Tracing Service” on January 1, 1948. 
ITS fell under the authority of HICOG (the Al-
lied High Commission for Germany) in April 
1951, which took steps to ensure the contin-
ued work of ITS as the end of the occupa-
tion neared. ITS would continue operations 
under the management of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), as su-
pervised by an international commission; the 
ICRC took over in 1955 and administered ITS 
until December 2012 (Shapiro 2009).

After a long and difficult struggle, the 
ITS collections were finally opened to re-
searchers in November 2007. Until then, the 
holdings had been used mainly for tracing 
purposes – one could inquire about the fate 
of an individual or about oneself, for person-
al reasons as well as to gain the necessary 
documentation for reparations applications 
and compensation. ITS largely indexed the 
documents by name, date of birth, and place 
of birth, and all were searchable by utilizing 
the Central Name Index (CNI). This massive 
reference card catalog points researchers 
to documents containing information about 
specific individuals. Functioning something 
like an old-fashioned library card catalog, a 
researcher should find a separate reference 
card for each occasion that a name appears 
on documents in ITS holdings. That is, if an 
individual’s name appears on seven differ-
ent documents in the vast collection, the 
CNI should contain seven different reference 
cards, one corresponding to each docu-
ment. In all, the CNI holds fifty million ref-
erence cards representing seventeen-and-a-
half million people.

The digitization of the collection be-
gan with the CNI in 1998. At that time, the 
main reason for creating a digital card file 
was to improve and optimize workflow in 
answering tracing requests at Bad Arolsen; 
the conservation of the original paper mate-
rials was considered a positive side effect of 
digitization and not a separate goal. In the 
digitized version of the CNI, one can type an 
individual’s first name, last name, and birth 

date and instantaneously move to the exact 
section of the CNI in which the desired name 
appears. This constitutes a significant benefit 
to tracing work and scholarly research alike, 
as one must no longer navigate the massive 
physical card system.

The scanning of the original docu-
ments – the documents to which these ref-
erence cards point – began in 2000 and 
continues today. Items scanned include not 
only the many millions of lists and individu-
al materials useful for tracing purposes, but 
also millions of pages of documents of gen-
eral information about various related topics 
and locations of persecution. These include, 
among many other things, correspondence 
and reports of different sorts, all of which 
were gathered along with all of the other 
ITS-held materials. These records contain lit-
tle or no information about specific individ-
uals’ fates and ITS deemed them useless for 
tracing and sorted and indexed them in only 
minimal ways.

Digitization has opened this treasure 
trove of documents for analysis. When ITS 
employees scanned the documents, they 
were put through Optical Character Rec-
ognition (OCR) software, which made them 
searchable by keyword. With this combina-
tion of new digital technologies, previously 
inaccessible primary source contemporary 
documents suddenly became available. And 
not only in Bad Arolsen – each of the eleven 
member countries of the international com-
mission overseeing ITS and its activities have 
the opportunity to host a digital copy of the 
archive. To date, one can peruse the ITS 
Digital Archive at copy-holding institutions 
in Germany, the United States, the United 
Kingdom, Israel, Belgium, Luxembourg, and 
Poland.252Quite simply, what was behind 
closed doors and completely unreachable is 
now available in seven locations around the 

2 Digital copies of the ITS Digital Archive are 
located at ITS in Bad Arolsen, Germany; at the USHMM 
in Washington, DC; at the Wiener Library for the Study of 
the Holocaust & Genocide in London; at Yad Vashem in 
Jerusalem; at the National Archives of Belgium in Brussels; 
at the Documentation and Research Centre on the Resis-
tance in Luxembourg; and, most recently, at the Institute 
of National Memory in Warsaw.
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world because of digitization.  
Insights
 Developments in institutional partner-
ships between the copyholders of the ITS 
Digital Archive and new technologies have 
permitted new possibilities for research, all 
of which have to do with digital access to 
the documents. New indexing efforts have 
enabled new ways to sort data, and digital 
technology permits search by keyword.  
 The little indexing that occurred pre-
vious to the opening of the archive includ-
ed only names, dates of birth, and places of 
birth – things necessary for tracing individ-
uals. Copyholder partner projects that have 
taken place subsequent to the opening of 
the archive, however, mean that some sub-
sections have been indexed to permit new 
ways to sort certain materials. The CM/1 
records among the Displaced Persons (DP) 
document holdings of the ITS Digital Archive 
represent a good example. The Allies issued 
Care and Maintenance (or CM/1) forms to 
refugees to complete for their application 
for “Displaced Person” status and the assis-
tance that came with it. On these question-
naires, applicants documented their wartime 
experiences and specified their desires and 
motivations to emigrate. The ITS Digital Ar-
chive holds about 350,000 such forms cre-
ated in DP camps in Germany, Italy, Austria, 
England, and Switzerland. The CM/1 collec-
tions held at ITS are by no means compre-
hensive, reflecting the fact that many DP-re-
lated documents were destroyed after DPs 
emigrated or otherwise left the DP system. 
Nonetheless, the digitization of the entire in-
ventory of ITS-held CM/1 forms took a year 
and a half to complete. 
 ITS initially indexed the CM/1 forms by 
name, date of birth, place of birth, and a fil-
ing number. The files created in DP camps 
in Germany and Italy were later indexed fur-
ther to include religion, nationality, ethnicity, 
gender, and DP camp names, locations, and 
dates. This permits different kinds of sorting 
and searching, for example, for members of 
rare or less represented religious groups from 
a specific country, or for those of one gen-

der in a particular Displaced Persons camp. 
If, for example, one sorted CM/1 forms for 
American Jewish women in DP camps in 
Germany (as represented by the CM/1 forms 
held in ITS), the search results would reveal 
two forms held in the ITS archive. The pos-
sibilities for utilizing such sorting capabilities 
for certain DP- and postwar-related projects 
are numerous.      The ability 
to search by keyword has proven to be an-
other benefit of digitization and, in fact, such 
an examination would be impossible with-
out it. As ITS staff scan original documents, 
they also run each through OCR software 
that converts the scanned text to a comput-
er-readable format. With this version of the 
data uploaded into the archival software, one 
can type a word (or words) to be searched 
among all text related to the documents in 
the ITS Digital Archive. This includes all of 
the indexed fields and the textual results of 
the OCR processing.

Keyword search allows a researcher 
to examine documents across all of the dig-
ital archive’s subsections, permitting a wide 
range of results from different time periods 
and sources. It permits researchers to seek 
and find materials that are original to ITS 
and held nowhere else, as well as to search 
copies of resources ITS collected from oth-
er archives and institutions for tracing work 
over the decades. The availability of a range 
of documentation permits examination and 
analysis of a wide variety of themes and pro-
vides access to little-studied and little-under-
stood topics in Holocaust studies. An inquiry 
about the so-called brothels that functioned 
in a number of different concentration and 
labor camps represents an excellent exam-
ple.363 

The Nazis established brothels to 
ostensibly provide incentive for privileged 
3 For purposes of style and ease of reading, I 
reluctantly employ the Nazi term “brothel,” although I find 
the use of terms like “prostitution” and “brothel” with ref-
erence to forced sex labor and facilities that housed forced 
sex laborers problematic. I agree with Christa Schikorra’s 
assertion that this too was Zwangsarbeit. In utilizing this 
perspective, I embrace the concept that all work in camps 
was compulsory and that these women “recruited” or who 
supposedly “volunteered” for such work were actually in 
Arbeitskommandos and thus should be evaluated in the 
same manner (see Schikorra 2006).
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(non-Jewish) male concentration camp pris-
oners, with the idea that such encourage-
ment would help increase productivity. Little 
research has been done on this taboo top-
ic,474and Holocaust survivor testimony rare-
ly reflects experiences with or awareness 
of camp brothels. A simple keyword search 
of the German “Bordell” in the ITS Digital 
Archive, however, reveals a number of the 
previously mentioned general historical doc-
uments that remain little indexed within the 
collections and impossible to sort. A key-
word search scans through all the OCR pro-
cessed text of the documents and provides a 
way of locating them without leafing through 
millions of pages, one by one. 

An example of official Nazi corre-
spondence that refers to the operations and 
regulation of a camp brothel resides within 
the section of ITS related to incarceration 
and persecution. The keyword search hit on 
the inclusion of the word “Bordell” in the fol-
lowing excerpt of a report of a camp inspec-
tion at Auschwitz and nearby sub-camps in 
late June 1944:

A performance reward of a 
brothel visit is allowed, to be 
paid with vouchers. Only wom-
en who worked as prostitutes 
before they were taken into 
custody work in the brothel, 
and they volunteer to do it. 
(ITS Digital Archive, document 
82347470, 1944)

According to the author, a work-incentive 
program at the Jawischowitz mine of the 
Reichswerke Herman Göring included the 
distribution of vouchers for brothel visits to 
reward productive male prisoners. Along 
with cigarettes, groceries, and materials for 
writing letters, such a coupon could be re-
deemed for sex with a forced sex laborer. The 
authors’ reference to the women who served 
as sex slaves in the brothel illustrates an en-
during Nazi practice of referring to these 

4 For more on so-called brothels in Nazi concentra-
tion camps, see Sommer 2009; Anderson Hughes 2011; 
Schikorra 2006. 

women as “former prostitutes” imprisoned 
for the same offense, and as “volunteers” for 
brothel commandos. Neither was true, but 
this is one of many Nazi-created documents 
that portray this misleading language. The 
same keyword search also reveals a scan of 
an application form from Dachau, which eli-
gible prisoners could complete and submit 
to be considered for permission to visit the 
camp brothel. (ITS Digital Archive, document 
82104893). Both examples provide us with 
primary source material from a wide variety 
of sources and geographic locations.
 Postwar reports also mention the word 
“Bordell” and can be found in the same way. 
Former prisoners often gave written witness 
that ITS holds in its collections, and the ITS 
collections also include transcriptions and 
translations of immediate postwar survi-
vor testimony. In one postwar report about 
his experiences in Sachsenhausen, a survi-
vor-writer stressed that prisoners of good 
character never used the brothel (ITS Digital 
Archive, document 82152425). In another 
document, former prisoner and Social Dem-
ocrat Herr Büge wrote with passion and out-
rage about the existence of camp brothels in 
both Dachau and Mauthausen. 

Yes, ladies and gentlemen, a 
veritable “Puff,” [German col-
loquialism for brothel] where, 
after obtaining permission to 
satisfy their desires from the La-
gerführer, for a whole 50 Pfen-
nig (in Mauthausen) and for one 
Mark in Dachau (in Block 31), 
the prisoners can have a half 
an hour “in heaven.” In Mau-
thausen, the price later rose to 
two marks. And the girls? They 
come from the women’s con-
centration camp Ravensbrück. 
(ITS Digital Archive, document 
82151221)

 Without digitization and the benefits of 
improved technologies, the quick and effec-
tive location of both perpetrator and victim 
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perspectives on camp brothels in one ar-
chive would be impossible.

The keyword search function indeed 
enables a new and rich possibility for the-
matic research across the collections, but it 
has its weaknesses. 

For one, it does not account for spell-
ing variations to provide accurate results. 
It finds words exactly as typed, and thus a 
clever user will be sure to account not only 
for spelling variants but also for anticipated 
misspellings. A search for the Markkleeberg 
sub-camp of Buchenwald, for example, also 
entails a search for “Markleeberg”, “Mark-
kleeburg”, and “Markleben” (the Hungarian 
pronunciation).

The OCR processing that ITS un-
dertook in scanning documents also has 
its flaws and presents challenges to the 
keyword search function. Less legible doc-
uments proved less readable also by the 
software, handwriting does not translate 
into its digital language, and German char-
acters with umlauts and “ß” confused the 
computer program. As digitization continues 
and as OCR and other such technologies 
advance, though, the OCR-processed text 
and its readability also progress. ITS digital 
copyholders receive regular data updates 
from ITS in Bad Arolsen and more recently 
scanned documents are better searchable. 
Thus, the keyword search function improves 
with each addition of freshly scanned data. A 
keyword search today yields more and better 
results than one conducted three years ago.

Significance for the Future of Holocaust Me-
morialization       Even with these 
challenges, digitization has created new 
possibilities for scholars to explore the ITS 
Archive and to get to know the collections in 
ways not feasible before. Scholars can sort, 
survey, and search documents in ways not 
possible with a tens-of-millions-of-pages pa-
per archive. With these new modern tools, 
we are only beginning to learn all that is con-
tained within the ITS Archive, but it is now 
clear that regardless of exact topic or theme, 
the ITS Digital Archive has become a “must 

check” resource, much like the USC Shoah 
Foundation’s Visual History Archive. We are 
just starting to realize the scope and magni-
tude of the ITS digital collection, the power 
of which is increasingly understood and har-
nessed thanks to digitization.
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Part 2

2.2 WorKIng AgAInst 
PreJudice and hate
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 eaching against hate is very impor-
tant in our society at all levels. In 2014, in 
cooperation with the Action and Protection 
Foundation, Kristóf Bodó, a practicing law-
yer, and I had the exceptional opportunity to 
teach a course titled “The Background and 
Social Consequences of Hate Crimes” at 
the University of Public Service for students 
in the Faculty of Military Sciences, Public 
Administration, and Law Enforcement. The 
Action and Protection Foundation is a reg-
istered civil organization founded in 2012. 
It seeks to provide a new alternative to the 
ineffectual legal steps taken against deterio-
rating standards of public discourse, exclu-
sion, and the ignorance in which anti-Semi-
tism is rooted. Furthermore, the organization 
fights against atrocities and hate crimes, tak-
ing up a strategy of building positive Jewish 
identity and community self-organization.  
 This course was a novel one. Firstly, the 
environment where the course took place, 
namely among university students who will 
work in the public sector and law enforce-
ment organizations in the future, presents 
unique challenges. Secondly, based on an 
interdisciplinary approach, our curriculum 

embraced the sociological, socio-psycho-
logical, as well as the legal aspect of hate 
crimes and hate incidents. Beginning at the 
macro level, this contribution to the confer-
ence publication describes how Hungarian 
society regards prejudices and hate crimes. 
This is important when evaluating the need 
for the course. Next I discuss the uniqueness 
of the environment where this course took 
place and the curriculum we developed. Fi-
nally, I present our experiences, discuss the 
challenges we faced during the semester, 
and highlight their significance for the future 
of human rights education.

Several sociological surveys and stud-
ies prove that Hungarian society is widely 
affected by prejudices. Let us here just brief-
ly introduce the depth of this phenomenon 
in Hungary in the case of the most exposed 
minority groups: the Roma, the Jews, immi-
grants, and the LGBTQ community. 

Prejudices are the strongest against 
the Roma in Hungary and these anti-Gypsy 
sentiments are quite visible. This is shown by 
the fact that in 2011, 60% of the Hungarian 
population agreed with the statement that 
“the inclination to criminality is in the blood 
of Gypsies” and 42% thought that “it is only 
right that there are still pubs, clubs and dis-
cos where Gypsies are not let in” (Bernát et 
al. 2012). Additionally, in 2013, a survey was 
conducted, commissioned by the Action and 
Protection Foundation, on the prevalence of 

IntrodUCIng A neW sUBJeCt In 
A CHAllengIng enVIronMent 
AMong stUdents oF MIlItArY 
sciences, Public administration, 
and laW enForcement in 
HUngArY: A CAse stUdY
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anti-Semitism. According to this research 
15-20% of the Hungarian adult population 
can be classified as extremely anti-Semit-
ic, 15-18% can be classified as moderately 
anti-Semitic, and approximately two-thirds 
of the society is free of anti-Semitic preju-
dice (Brussels Institute 2014). With respect 
to attitudes towards immigration, a survey, 
carried out in 2012, found that 40% of the 
Hungarian population had anti-immigrant 
attitudes (Simonvits and Szalai 2013). Lastly, 
a representative survey, conducted in 2010, 
showed that 21% of the Hungarian popula-
tion is extremely homophobic. Another sur-
vey, carried out in the same year, revealed 
that two-thirds of Hungarians would not ac-
cept a homosexual person as a close friend 
and almost half of them would reject them as 
a neighbor (Takács 2011).    

The supply side of this prejudiced 
thinking was greatly influenced by the emer-
gence and growth of the neo-Nazi Jobbik 
(the Movement for a Better Hungary) party 
that was founded in 2003. In the parliamen-
tary elections of 2006, in alliance with the 
Hungarian Justice and Life Party (MIÉP), the 
Movement for a Better Hungary won only 
2.2% of the votes. After this failure, Jobbik 
broke up the alliance and it started to find its 
own voice. The growing impact of the party 
became clear in the 2009 European Parlia-
mentary Elections, where Jobbik won almost 
15% of the votes and could send three mem-
bers to the European Parliament. In the 2010 
National Parliamentary Election the party 
got 17% of the votes. These results unequiv-
ocally indicated the enormous growth of the 
acceptance of radical right-wing thoughts in 
the Hungarian society. By 2014, the support 
of Jobbik grew further and the party secured 
20% of the votes in the recent national elec-
tions.  

The demand side of the extreme right-
wing can be well captured by the Demand 
for Right-Wing Extremism (DEREX) index de-
veloped by the Political Capital Institute. This 
index consists of twenty-nine items measur-
ing people’s predisposition to far right-wing 
politics. Since it is based on data from the 

European Social Survey, it enables compar-
ison both in time and in space. The propor-
tion of right-wing extremists more than dou-
bled from 10% in 2003 to 21% in 2009, but 
later decreased to a 12% level in 2013. In 
an international comparison it can be clearly 
seen that the Western and the Eastern part 
of the European Union are sharply separat-
ed with the latter having considerably higher 
proportion of people open to the right-wing 
ideology. Among the post-socialist EU mem-
ber states, Hungary took second place after 
Bulgaria (Political Capital 2010).

The Case Being Described     
According to the definition by the Organiza-
tion for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE), a hate crime is a crime defined by the 
criminal code, which has been motivated by 
prejudice against a certain group of people. 
Hate motivated incidents are also offences 
based on prejudice against a certain group 
of people, but not reaching the level of crim-
inal conduct (OSCE/ODIHR 2009b). The 
fight against hate crimes bears exceptional 
importance, because they differ from oth-
er forms of criminal conduct. These crimes 
may be considered as messages, thus their 
effects reach far beyond that of other crimes 
and can be captured on different levels, that 
of the individual, the group attacked, and of 
society as a whole.   The victims may suffer 
a greater psychological and emotional trau-
ma. In the case of these crimes, not “only” 
the property or physical integrity of victims 
is endangered, but also their self-respect. 
These offences question the right of the in-
dividual to equality, even to belonging to 
the society itself. It is important that in such 
crimes victims are targeted because of some 
unchangeable characteristic, and for this rea-
son may well feel more defenseless. Victims 
are often afraid that they may again become 
victims of further atrocities. Inappropriate 
handling of such incidents can easily lead 
to secondary victimization of the targeted 
person. This type of criminal act also has a 
strong effect on the group to which the vic-
tim belongs. Victims of such crimes are often 
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interchangeable, because in most cases the 
attack does not target a certain individu-
al, but rather anyone who is, or perceived 
to be, a member of the group under at-
tack. Therefore other members of the group 
also become emotionally involved, and are 
frightened of becoming the target of such 
prejudice-motivated crimes. This is especial-
ly true for groups that have been exposed 
to prejudice for a long time. These crimes 
violate the norm that holds the members of 
society equal. Inadequate handling of such 
incidents can have grave consequences for 
the whole society. It may, on the one hand, 
encourage the perpetrators, or even others 
to commit further crimes. On the other hand, 
it significantly diminishes the cohesive pow-
er of society (Barna 2014; Levin and McDe-
vitt 1993; OSCE/ODIHR 2009a, 2009b; Perry 
2010).
 The Athena Institute registered 121 
hate crimes between 2009 and 2012. The 
number of hate crimes has somewhat de-
creased in this period: while thirty-six such in-
cidents were registered in 2009, twenty-five 
were recorded in 2012. In every year most 
of the crimes were motivated by racism, and 
overwhelmingly by anti-Gypsy prejudices; 
however the proportion of these crimes is 
decreasing somewhat. Meanwhile, crimes 
motivated by anti-Semitism increased (Ath-
ena Institute 2012).

Since May 2013, anti-Semitic hate 
crimes, as well as hate-motivated incidents, 
have been monitored by the Action and Pro-
tection Foundation (APF). As of April 2014, 
we have registered fifty-seven such cases. In 
this period the number of anti-Semitic hate 
incidents decreased. Sixty-seven percent of 
all hate crimes and incidents involved hate 
speech, 18% resulted in damage to property, 
9% involved assault, and 7% involved threat. 
One-third of all registered hate crimes and 
incidents (eighteen cases) were organized: 
of which seven were directly connected to 
Jobbik (Barna 2014).

Insights      
 As mentioned earlier one of the more 
novel aspects of this case study was the envi-
ronment in which the course took place. The 
National University of Public Service consists 
of three faculties: Military Science and Officer 
Training, Public Administration, and Law En-
forcement. These students are, on the one 
hand, very likely to encounter hate crimes in 
their future careers, especially those serving 
in the police force. On the other hand, these 
students can easily get into situations where 
it can be extremely dangerous if their deci-
sions and opinions are affected by their prej-
udices. As previously discussed, a high pro-
portion of Hungarian society has prejudices. 
Therefore, we could hardly assume that all of 
these students were devoid of those same 
prejudices. Research also reveals strong 
prejudices and discrimination in the police 
force, especially against the Roma. In 2008 
and 2009, a group of right-wing extremists 
committed a series of attacks against Roma 
people in different villages. They killed six 
people, including a five-year old boy, and se-
riously injured several others. Four men were 
accused by the state of committing the at-
tacks with racist motivation. The trial, which 
took place in 2012-2013, shed light on the 
serious faults made by the different actors at 
all levels, especially in the detection and in-
vestigation of the crime. It can be assumed 
that some of these errors occurred because 
the actors were biased by prejudices. Taking 
into account all these aspects, the impor-
tance of this course was unquestionable.  
 As a member of the Faculty of Social 
Sciences at Eötvös Loránd University, Buda-
pest, I am used to students who are largely 
open-minded about society. However, in the 
past ten years, as students have been in-
creasingly exposed to public prejudice and 
hate crimes, I have observed a growing rate 
of intolerance. For students of the National 
University of Public Service the benefits of 
taking such a course are not so obvious, so it 
was very important to prove to our students 
that this course was relevant and important. 
There were two circumstances that made this 
task easier. Firstly, the course was an elec-
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tive, which would suggest that the students 
already had some interest in these issues. 
Secondly, students came from Colleges for 
Advanced Studies whose members are tra-
ditionally more motivated and talented than 
the average. 

Significance for the Future of Holocaust Me-
morialization      
 In the process of developing the curric-
ulum we began with three questions: What 
is the main goal of the course? What are the 
appropriate means to achieve it? And what 
kind of impact would we like to have? The 
primary goal of the course was to introduce 
students to the social-psychological and 
sociological background of prejudices and 
how they are likely to motivate hate crimes. 
The main emphasis of the course was not on 
lexical knowledge, but on making the stu-
dents understand where these crimes come 
from and what their consequences are. For 
example, psycho-dramatic techniques were 
used and personal testimonies were incor-
porated in the teaching material. Interactiv-
ity also played an elemental role during the 
course. Since we dealt with sensitive top-
ics, there was more emphasis on “feeling”, 
“experiencing”, and “sympathizing” rather 
than on “knowing”. The impact we wanted 
to achieve was the raised awareness of stu-
dents.  

The introductory lecture was very 
important for establishing a connection 
amongst the students and was also the best 
opportunity to incorporate us as educators 
into the group. Psycho-drama techniques 
could be well applied for this purpose. The 
first lesson had outstanding significance from 
another aspect as well: we had to create the 
“atmosphere of trust”. I am convinced that 
courses dealing with similar topics should be 
committed to providing a forum for students 
to openly talk about their feelings, even if 
their feelings are tainted by prejudices. If 
students are humiliated in these situations, 
the course can create a counter-effect and 
prejudices can deepen. Everyone who teach-
es knows that “losing students” can happen 

in a minute, and that restoring their interest 
and co-operation can take much more time. 
In the first lesson there were tense interac-
tions regarding group dynamics when we 
were on a knife’s edge, but by the end of 
the lesson we felt that we had established an 
atmosphere of trust. 

In the first lesson, the theory of social 
identity, stereotypes, and prejudices were in-
troduced and different exercises were used 
to empirically demonstrate these construc-
tions. Later, factors stimulating prejudice 
and motives behind hate crimes were ad-
dressed, as well as the groups most affected 
by prejudice. Starting in the second lesson, 
we combined an approach based on per-
sonal contacts with victims of prejudices with 
the introduction to the legal background of 
hate crimes. Hungarian criminal legislation 
identifies two forms of hate crime: violent 
offences committed against the member of 
a group and incitement to hatred of a com-
munity. Apart from these, the Criminal Code 
also describes the denial of crimes of the Na-
tional Socialist and Communist regimes as 
an offense. Furthermore it bans the distribu-
tion and use or public display of the symbols 
of various autocratic regimes (among them 
the swastika, the arrow-cross, the five-point-
ed red star, and the sickle and hammer). In 
the first part of these lessons, students met 
young people from the Jewish and the Roma 
community who experienced hate speech 
or incitement against their communities, as 
well as victims of the Holocaust and those of 
communism. 

Participants of the course had the 
opportunity to talk to these individuals and 
ask questions. It was interesting to see how 
much they were affected by the stories of the 
victims and in many cases they clearly gave 
voice to their surprise stating that they “did 
not think that this or that could happen.” 
In the second part of these lessons, Kristóf 
Bodó introduced the legal background. In 
this section, emphasis was placed on the 
understanding of the laws’ main points and 
purposes, and not on the more abstract as-
pect of legal education. At the end of these 
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lessons, interactive tests were filled out that 
helped students decide whether an act was 
against the law or not, and also to experi-
ence that sometimes there is a very fine line 
between the two. In doing so, students were 
effectively encouraged to thoughtfully en-
gage with the binary judgement that these 
actions receive, whilst maintaining the com-
plexity of the intellectual decision-making 
process. 

The course was a very interesting 
teaching experience. According to the feed-
back, the course was successful, and the uni-
versity is planning to offer this seminar as an 
elective course in their BA programs in the 
coming academic years. 
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cigányellenesség gyökerei a szélsőjobboldal szimpatizánsai körben” [The Roots of 
Radicalism and Anti-Roma Attitudes on the Far Right]. Pp. 355–376 in Társadalmi Ri-
port 2012 [Social Report 2012], edited by Kolosi Tamás and Tóth István György. Buda-
pest: TÁRKI.

Brüsszel Intézet. [Brussels Institute]. 2014. Antiszemita előítéletesség a mai magyar tár-
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n this contribution to the confer-
ence proceedings, I focus on the role of Hol-
ocaust commemoration amidst the task of 
facing and counteracting current anti-Semi-
tism, racism, and neo-Nazism in the demo-
cratic civil society of Germany today. I reflect 
on research and project-work done at the 
Amadeu Antonio Foundation. The work of 
the Foundation does not focus on teaching 
about the Holocaust in schools or universi-
ties. It rather tries to activate and support a 
democratically oriented civil society, which in 
turn makes central the protection of minori-
ties and criticizes all forms of discrimination 
and exclusion. A lively and conflict-friendly 
culture of debate, especially concerning the 
memory of the Holocaust, is the focus of the 
following discussion.

The Case Being Described
 In our work, two arguments are espe-
cially relevant which, at first glance, may 
seem to be contradictory but in everyday life 
they coexist side by side. On the one hand, 
many spaces exist in Germany where peo-
ple talk about the victims of the Holocaust. 
But this does not mean that current forms of 
anti-Semitism are addressed in these same 
contexts. In other words – and this is not 
a new perspective – dealing with the past 

(remembering) does not necessarily imply 
dealing with the present (activism). On the 
other hand, facing contemporary anti-Sem-
itism, as well as neo-Nazism and racism, is 
easier if a community engages in differenti-
ated, critical, and personal discussions about 
the victims of National Socialism, in addition 
to discussing the perpetrators and their re-
sponsibility for the Holocaust. 
 These arguments are the results of our 
community-based work, where we support 
grassroot initiatives and democratic civ-
il society activities that oppose neo-Nazis. 
Already in the 1970s and 1980s, but espe-
cially after the German reunification in 1990, 
right-wing groups became stronger. Since 
the fall of the wall, neo-Nazis have killed 
approximately 184 people in Germany.181 
We do have regions where right-wing com-
radeships try to establish no-go areas for 
immigrants, left-wing, homeless, and LGBTI 
people by threatening and violently attack-
ing them (Wagner and Borstel 2009; Borstel 
2011). Especially in some areas in East Ger-
many, neo-Nazi families bring their ideology 
into mainstream society, for instance into 
the kindergarten classroom and playground 
(Eifler and Radvan 2014). Neo-Nazis strate-
gically enter the field of social work. Often 
right-wingers, especially if they are women, 
are overlooked and their ideology is not 
recognized for what it is. One of many rea-
sons for this is that right-wing ideological 
1 For more on the chronicle of death toll caused 
by right-wing and racist violence, see http://www.opfer-
fonds-cura.de/zahlen-und-fakten/todesopfer-rechter-ge-
walt.

FACIng CUrrent 
anti-semitism, racism, and 
neo-nAZIsM: tAlKIng ABoUt 
the holocaust in local 
InItIAtIVes In eAst gerMAnY
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statements against migrant people are not 
a marginal problem; racist and anti-Semitic 
attitudes are widespread and common with-
in the whole of society. Taking this seriously, 
the work of the Amadeu Antonio Foundation 
focuses on facing everyday racism and anti-
Semitism. 

Insights
 Currently, counteracting contemporary 
anti-Semitism plays a significant role with-
in our work. In the aftermath of 9/11 there 
was an increase of anti-Semitic attitudes in 
German society, which is virulent to this day 
(Radvan 2012). Opinion polls and surveys 
reveal that historical revisionism, hostility to-
wards Israel, and (secondary) anti-Semitism 
are widespread in the German population. 
In a study from the University of Bielefeld, 
68% of those asked agree with the state-
ment “I get angry, that Germans even today 
get confronted with the Holocaust” (Hey-
der, Iser, and Schmidt 2005, 151). Fifty-one 
percent of those surveyed agreed with the 
statement, “What Israel today is doing to the 
Palestinians is in principal no different from 
what the Nazis did to the Jews” (Heyder, 
Iser, and Schmidt 2005, 151). Media discus-
sions and coverage tend to draw upon his-
toric and modified anti-Semitic stereotypes 
– and this happens much more often and 
more frankly today than in the 1980s (Rens-
mann 2004). Anti-Jewish attacks are a big 
threat in everyday life; people decide not to 
enter the street while wearing the Magen of 
David or a kipa. The number of anti-Semitic 
crimes in 2012 rose more than 70% in Berlin 
(Abgeordnetenhaus Berlin 2014), with a na-
tionwide jump of about 41.6% (Powell 2013). 
 While academic research did address 
the problem in 2003 and 2004, we missed 
serious action within civil society. Current 
forms of anti-Semitism were not seen for 
what they were, or at least were not counter-
acted in many cases. Therefore, the Amadeu 
Antonio Foundation is committed to raising 
awareness and supporting civil society action 
against anti-Semitism. With our approaches 
we publicized two topics: local discourses 

about the Holocaust as well as contempo-
rary anti-Semitism. In 2003, we initiated the 
first supra-regional “Action Weeks against 
Anti-Semitism”, which now takes place every 
year on November ninth. On this day in 1938, 
anti-Jewish pogroms took place in Germa-
ny, taking one of the first steps towards the 
Holocaust. Today, communities in both the 
East and the West also commemorate the 
victims of the Holocaust on November ninth. 
The Amadeu Antonio Foundation supported 
these commemorative initiatives, whilst sug-
gesting that they move beyond commemo-
ration to additionally analyzing current de-
velopments of anti-Semitism and racism so 
as to actively fight these ideologies. In do-
ing so, we did not imply a parallel between 
the Holocaust and contemporary anti-Semi-
tism,29 but rather, we wanted to draw atten-
tion to the current exclusion of and violence 
against Jews, the anti-Semitic statements 
against Israel, and other current forms of the 
problem – each of which has been virtually 
absent from politics, public debates, and civ-
il society action. To do so, we addressed the 
ways grassroot and state-related initiatives 
commemorate the Holocaust. In doing so, 
we were able to point towards the differenc-
es between East and West Germany, which 
are connected to their respective political 
pasts. 
 During the 1980s, local initiatives that 
were founded in West Germany began ask-
ing questions about what had happened, 
exactly, during the Holocaust in their re-
gions, cities, and neighborhoods. This pub-
lic discourse in West Germany had a strong 
focus on the persecution and extermination 
of Jews. In this specific context, the Ger-
man artist Gunter Demnig created the so-
called Stolpersteine, historical monuments 
that commemorate victims of the Holocaust. 
Stolperstein means “stumbling block” in 
German. A Stolperstein is a small, cobble-
stone-sized memorial for an individual victim 

2  According to scientific research as well as to 
practical experiences there is a danger of instrumentaliz-
ing victims of the Holocaust for facing current problems. 
Scientific debate is discussing ethical questions according 
to “education after Auschwitz” (Brumlik 1995, 133).
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of Nazism. These stumbling stones com-
memorate individuals – both those who died 
and those who survived. 

During this time, there also emerged a 
grassroots movement called “Dig where you 
stand”. People who were part of this move-
ment asked themselves questions about 
the places where they lived: Who had lived 
there before? Who was victimized in the 
Holocaust? Who survived? This movement 
was connected with the social movement of 
1968. Many of the people involved asked 
their parents what they had done during 
National Socialism. The conversation finally 
began in the private realm even though, in 
many cases, it also stopped there.
 These local historical debates focused 
almost entirely on the victims and started to 
deal with the perpetrators only much later. 
Thanks to scientific debates, publications, 
exhibits, and documentaries, questions 
about perpetrators are now discussed within 
specific communities. However, discussions 
about perpetrators in local historical con-
texts, that is, in small communities in rural 
areas, are still scarce. 
 I would like to highlight that the dis-
cussions initiated by these local initiatives in 
West Germany, even though their scope was 
limited and narrow, were vital for the develop-
ment of a democratic civil society. This means 
that it makes a difference whether such a local 
historical commemorative culture exists in a 
community or not. When broaching the issue 
of current neo-Nazism or anti-Semitism, it is 
easier to find democratically oriented persons 
who are interested in these developments in 
a community that has specifically dealt with 
the causes and consequences of the Holo-
caust. For example, in 2007, after the dese-
cration of a Jewish cemetery in a smaller town 
in West Germany, a group of people quickly 
organized a demonstration; media reported 
on the event, educational projects were de-
veloped, and a fundraising campaign to re-
build the gravestones was begun in response. 
Typically, attacks on Jewish cemeteries in East 
Germany are often not even noticed, much 
less responded to. Sometimes it is difficult to 

find a single individual who feels responsible. 
I argue that one reason for this lack of respon-
siveness is that in East Germany we had no 
commemorative culture that was locally situ-
ated and focused on specific victims and per-
petrators.

This is not to deny the presence 
of anti-Semitic attitudes in polls covering 
West Germany. In fact, anti-Semitic criticism 
against Israel is widespread, and not only in 
leftist groups. Of course this needs to be dis-
tinguished from non-anti-Semitic criticism of 
Israel (Heyder, Iser, and Schmidt 2005). That 
being said, in comparison with East Germa-
ny, West Germany has a more robust civil so-
ciety, in which some groups are responding 
to current forms of neo-Nazism, and can be 
approached regarding current anti-Semitism. 
In my work for the Amadeu Antonio Founda-
tion, I have been able to compare communi-
ties and cities in different parts of Germany. 
The commemorative culture I have described 
in West Germany has, so far, not existed in the 
same way in East Germany, where postwar re-
membrance of the Holocaust was different. 
There was no substantive grassroots move-
ment, which could have started discussions 
about local history and responsibility. Besides 
a few marginalized civil rights activists, no 
larger contexts for discussions or movements 
existed that could have identified the same 
issues that were identified in West Germany. 
East German memorialization of the Holo-
caust was ideologically biased; socialist, an-
tifascist ideology focused commemoration 
mainly on communist resistance fighters, 
while other victim groups were marginalized 
or not remembered at all.310 With its anti-cap-
italist point of view, the propaganda of the 
German Democratic Republic portrayed Isra-
el as one of its main enemies. The revisionist 
media stated that what Israel was doing to 
the Palestinians was the same as what the SS 
had done to the Jews – a familiar argument in 
public opinion polls all over Germany. Israel 
was demonized, and latent anti-Semitism was 
widespread. 

3  For a summary/bibliography about different 
forms of anti-Semitism in East Germany, see Radvan 2009.
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Significance for the Future of Holocaust Ed-
ucation

In comparison to West Germany, East 
Germany did not have a specific or concrete 
remembrance culture for victims of the Holo-
caust. However, during the last two decades, 
this process has begun, and we are working 
to support grassroot initiatives and to ask 
questions such as: How exactly did the Holo-
caust begin? Who were the victims and who 
were the perpetrators?
 Due to the specific and very different 
narratives of commemoration in East and 
West Germany, it is important for Germans 
to initiate a self-reflexive dialogue regarding 
questions of remembrance. To talk about 
this specifically, we need to face the most re-
cent past and confront the respective roles 
of anti-Semitism within socialist East Germa-
ny and West Germany after 1945. While ac-
ademic research has begun in these areas, 
there is still little to no discussion about an-
ti-Semitism in former East Germany in public 
discourse. To address this absence the Ama-
deu Antonio Foundation drafted a traveling 
exhibition about the topic “Anti-Semitism in 
the German Democratic Republic”. The ex-
hibit is called There was No Such Thing as 
Anti-Semitism within Our Socialist Country. 
The public response was primarily defensive 
and many people questioned altogether the 
motivation for bringing up this important 
topic. Within these discussions we focused 
on specific stereotypes against Jews and 
their changing representation throughout 
history. Additionally, we developed an Eng-
lish exhibition about racism, anti-Semitism, 
and right-wing extremism in both German 
states after 1945, and the development of 
these phenomena after 1989. 
 In conclusion, we need different ap-
proaches to support a lively, local, and indi-
vidually-focused debate about the Holocaust 
within civil society. Besides commemoration 
of different groups of victims, and the per-
sonal and critical debate about perpetrators, 
we need to face current forms of anti-Semi-
tism, as well as forms of anti-Semitism in the 
recent past. There are different discussions 

that are vital for a democratic civil society; 
talking about historic and current forms of 
anti-Semitism is one of those vital discus-
sions, and it must continue.
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n April 2002, the Jewish Museum 
Franken in Fürth & Schnaittach (Middle Fran-
conia, Bavaria) mounted FEINKOST ADAM© 
(DELICATESSEN ADAM©), a satirical exhibi-
tion showcasing installations by Berlin-based 
artist Anna Adam. The show featured thirteen 
small-scale Jewish mock ritual items that tack-
led clichés and stereotypes about Jewish re-
ligious practices and customs in Germany. In 
her artist statement, Adam stressed that her 
exhibit pieces employ absurdity as an artistic 
tool to broaden and challenge the debate 
on contemporary Jewish life in post-unifica-
tion Germany. Adam maintained that public 
discourse often centered on “pseudo-Hasid-
ic Judaism” while failing to recognize that 
modern expressions of Judaism are “alive 
and creative in Germany again” (Adam 2002, 
n.p.). Yet, FEINKOST ADAM© also skillfully 
revealed the powerful impact of “philosemi-
tism”, which, according to Gertrude Himmel-
farb, “has the effect of debasing Jews, ‘ob-
jectifying’ them, making them not subjects 
in their own right” (Himmelfarb quoted in 
Winchell 2012, n.p.).
  Adam’s provocative commentary on 
the “philosemitic gaze” was soon to be over-
shadowed by the heated controversy that cul-
minated in several individual attempts to shut 
down the exhibition during its three-month 
run from April to June 2002. Numerous critics 
of FEINKOST ADAM© misinterpreted Adam’s 
intent to satirize commonly held mispercep-

tions of Jewish customs and traditions; they 
accused the artist of spreading antisemitic ha-
tred through the use of Nazi propaganda-like 
imagery. The controversy soon moved into 
the political realm prompting the Bavarian 
Interior Minister, Günther Beckstein, who had 
not personally visited the exhibition in Fürth 
himself, to call for the resignation of the muse-
um’s director, Bernhard Purin (Die Welt 2002). 
How could a small-town Jewish exhibition in 
Bavaria provoke so many contentious public 
exchanges not just between Jews and Gen-
tiles but also within various Jewish commu-
nities across the country? Moreover, why did 
the artist herself become such a polarizing fig-
ure and lightning rod for Jews and non-Jews 
alike? Could we perhaps hypothesize that the 
country’s politically enshrined culture of com-
memoration (Gedächtniskultur) contributed 
to such a divisive climate in the first place? 
Or, is Adam’s provocative art a reminder that 
the “negative symbiosis” between Germans 
and Jews continues to define “the origin of 
their self-understanding, a kind of opposing 
commonality – whether they like it or not” 
(Diner 1986, 9). Once we accept such a hy-
pothesis, FEINKOST ADAM© might offer us 
valuable insights into how public expressions 
of philosemitism are inextricably interwoven 
with recurring forms of antisemitism111in 
present-day Germany (Zick 2010).

1  When using the term ‘antisemitism,’ I am defin-
ing it within a socio-psychological framework: 
“[Antisemitism] is a devaluation of the group of Jews and 
their culture or a devaluation of a Jewish person, because 
she or he is a member of the social category. A common 
definition refers to anti-Semitism as hostile beliefs – ex-
pressed by attitudes, myths, ideology, folklore and imag-
ery, discrimination, and violence – which destroy the worth 
of Jews and Jewish culture” (Zick 2010, 23). 

the case oF Feincost adam©: 
ConFrontIng AntI-seMItIsM 
tHroUgH CreAtIVe MeMorY 
Work
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Anna Adam, whose parents are both 
Shoah survivors, was born 1963 in Siegen, 
in North-Rhine-Westphalia. As a former stu-
dent of Joseph Beuys, Adam employs so-
cially engaged art and the concept of the 
social sculpture (Soziale Plastik) in order to 
“mold and shape the world in which we live” 
(Beuys 2004, 9). Adam, who also works as a 
stage designer and children’s book author, is 
a member of the Jewish artist group Meshu-
lash [Triangle], which is based in Berlin. 
Two of her installations, which later became 
core pieces of the FEINKOST ADAM© exhi-
bition in Fürth, were for the first time publical-
ly featured at the Centrum Judaicum in Ber-
lin in November 2000. There were no known 
public protests during or after the showing. 
Two years later, Anna Adam’s installations 
were on display in the Jewish Museum Frank-
en in Northern Bavaria for the duration of 
three months. The show attracted over 7000 
visitors and prompted over 370 entries in the 
museum’s guest book, and 150 newspaper 
articles in Germany alone (Fürther Nachricht-
en 2002); it was a media sensation. The in-
creased influx of visitors was largely the re-
sult of a series of escalating public disputes 
between museum representatives, Jewish 
community spokespeople, and politicians, 
who could not agree on whether DELICA-
TESSEN ADAM© was the work of a self-hat-
ing Jew or not. The artist herself gained a 
certain amount of public notoriety and was 
invited to several prominent talk shows in-
cluding Boulevard Bio. As if to prove her 
point that Jewish life in Germany is largely 
ritualized and performative, Anna Adam was 
offered her own comedy show on cable tel-
evision; an offer she declined (Adam 2014).

The Case Being Described
What was considered so offensive 

about Adam’s conceptual art work? First of 
all, the exhibition brochures are reminiscent 
of “Aldi” – the Trader Joe’s of Germany – a 
discount supermarket chain. The brochures 
sport an official stamp certifying that the laws 
of kashrut are being rigorously observed. All 
food and everyday pretend-ritual items fea-

tured in the ADAM’s delicatessen store are 
guaranteed kosher. Here are four examples 
(Adam 2014):

Susi Carefree [Susi Sorglos]
I'm safe with you! Right? [Bei euch bin ich 
doch sicher! Oder?]
Susi Carefree – the little immigrant pig. Susi 
Carefree has heard that the Jews do not eat 
pork. And so she has chosen to be a refu-
gee of the Jewish people. DELICATESSEN 
ADAM thinks that Susi deserves a chance as 
a mascot and has legally employed her since 
the year 5761. 

[Susi Sorglos - das kleine Immigranten-
schwein Susi Sorglos hat einmal gehört, daß 
Juden kein Schweinefleisch essen. Und so 
hat sie das jüdische Volk als Zufluchtsstätte 
gewählt. FEINKOST ADAM findet, Susi hat 
eine Chance verdient und beschäftigt sie seit 
dem Jahr 5761 legal als Maskottchen.]

The Jewish Manger [Die jüdische Futter-
krippe]
Find out why Jews always have too much 
bread in the house! Typically bagels, and 
at least two varieties of bread at the same 
time. The Jewish Manger of DELICATESSEN 
ADAM will initiate you into the secret.

[Finden sie heraus, warum Juden immer zu 
viel Brot im Hause haben! Typisch sind Bagel 
und mindestens zwei Brotsorten gleichzeit-
ig. Die jüdische Futterkrippe von FEINKOST 
ADAM weiht Sie in das Geheimnis ein.]

The Shabbos Nightlife Lamp [Die schabes-
dike Ausgehlampe]
The Shabbos nightlife lamp for the modern 
Jew: easy to use - great in action. Want to 
still be in the light, but avoid carrying a light 
and having to turn it on? Developed in the 
70s, the Shabbos nightlife lamp became a 
classic at DELICATESSEN ADAM. A Christian 
windproof and weatherproof all-hours light 
is mounted on a little nightlife trolley to be 
attached to a belt before dark. Should the 
religious Jew want to leave the house, he 
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just pulls the light behind him. And there is 
nothing more to it! DELICATESSEN ADAM© 
– always a good idea.

[Die schabesdike Ausgehlampe für den 
modernen Juden. Einfach in der Anwend-
ung – groß in der Wirkung: Um am Schabbat 
kein Licht tragen zu müssen und dennoch im 
Hellen zu sein, hat FEINKOST ADAM in den 
70iger Jahren die zum Klassiker gewordene 
schabesdike Ausgehlampe entwickelt. Ein 
christliches wind- und wetterfestes Stunden-
licht wird auf einem Ausgehwägelchen be-
festigt, das vor Anbruch der Dunkelheit am 
Gürtel zu befestigen ist. Möchte der religiöse 
Jude das Haus verlassen, zieht er das Licht 
einfach hinter sich her. Er hat keine Arbeit 
mehr damit! FEINKOST ADAM© - immer 
eine gute Idee.]

Craft Kit “Jewish Life Made Easy” [Bastelset 
“Jüdischer Alltag leicht gemacht”]
Get on track with Jewish culture! Experience 
an overnight getaway to another world! Have 
you always wanted to know how Jews live? 
Take the 24-hour test! Play the real thing! 
DELICATESSEN ADAM has developed the 
exclusive DELICATESSEN ADAM-based 
craft kit for you. As an environmentally 
friendly austerity package, this kit includes 
the most important items and equipment 
that you need as a 24-Hour-Jew – and of 
course everything is made from sustainable 
natural materials. And the best thing is that 
you decide when the 24 hours finally come 
to an end.

ILLUSTRATION 1. Craft Kit “Jewish Life Made 
Easy” (original drawing ©Anna Adam).

[Kommen Sie der jüdischen Kultur auf 
die Spur! Erlebniskurztrip in eine andere 
Welt! Sie wollten schon immer mal wis-
sen, wie Juden leben? Machen Sie den 
24-Stunden-Test! Spielen Sie doch mal den 
Ernstfall! FEINKOST ADAM hat exclusiv für 
Sie das FEINKOST ADAM - Basis-Bastelset 
entwickelt. Als umweltfreundliches Sparpa-
ket enthält es die wichtigsten Ausstattungs-
gegenstände, die Sie als 24–Stunden-Jude 
brauchen - und das natürlich aus nachhalti-
gen Naturrohstoffen.
Und das Schöne ist: Sie bestimmen selbst 
wann die 24 Stunden wieder zu Ende sind.]

In her delicatessen show, Adam ironi-
cally commented on the important distinction 
between satirizing Jewish life in Germany and 
German perceptions of what Jewish culture 
and daily religious practices in Germany might 
consist. Moreover, Adam examined the diffi-
cult question of how Jewish life in Germany 
should be publically represented in the wake 
of the Shoah: “Wer hat hier das Sagen und 
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wer darf bestimmen, was jüdische Kultur ist, 
wer Jude ist und wie man Juden zu präsen-
tieren hat?” [Who among us has the authority 
and who is allowed to determine what Jew-
ish culture entails, who has the right to say 
who is a Jew, and how Jews should be repre-
sented?] (my translation, Ebers 2002, n.p.). In 
other words, Anna Adam criticized what she 
perceived to be the ultimate decision-making 
power in matters of Jewish interpretation. 

Insights 
Despite Adam’s public statements 

and a spate of interviews in the German 
press, her satirical show was continuously 
misunderstood and misinterpreted by many 
Feuilleton readers. Among FEINKOST AD-
AM©’s numerous critics, some had never vis-
ited the Jewish museum but felt compelled 
to take a strong stance against an artist who, 
in their view, promoted religious intolerance 
and hatred. Moreover, Adam’s attempts at 
unpacking stereotypes about Jews were 
largely misconstrued by members of various, 
mostly Orthodox and conservative Jewish 
communities across Germany. The conflict 
intensified when Charlotte Knobloch, pres-
ident of the Israelitische Kultusgemeinde 
Munich and Upper Bavaria, expressed con-
cerns that Adam’s installations evoked anti-
semitic images that were widely distributed 
in Nazi Germany such as in the magazine 
Der Stürmer (The Stormtrooper). Together 
with rabbanim Netanel Wurmser and Joel 
Berger, Knobloch called for the exhibition to 
be shut down immediately (Gessler 2002). 
It was argued that religious Jews would be 
mortified and offended by Adam’s irreverent 
representations of religious items (Gessler 
2002). Rather ironically, Adam was person-
ally defamed by one individual who labeled 
her a “waschechte Antisemitin” [inveterate / 
born-and-bred antisemite] and “eine biolo-
gische Jüdin und sonst nichts” [a biological 
Jew and nothing else]. In response, Anna 
Adam threatened to sue this person for defa-
mation. In the end, the show remained open 
until its original closing date, and the muse-
um’s director retained his position in Fürth. 

A perusal of the museum’s Guest Book re-
veals that the large majority of entries were 
positive, appreciating the humor and satire 
on display. For example, one visitor not-
ed that “a museum is not a sacred space! 
Ms. Adam’s wit is at times biting but by no 
means antisemitic. Maybe her opponents 
should finally bother coming here” [Ein Mu-
seum ist doch kein sakraler Raum! Frau Ad-
ams Witz ist manchmal böse, aber auf keine 
[sic] Fall antisemitisch. Vielleicht sollten sich 
die Gegner einmal selbst hierher bemühen]. 
Another visitor commented that “rarely have 
prejudices and condemnations been better 
debunked. The fact that there are narrow 
minds who are incapable of thinking outside 
the box is sad but rich in tradition” [selten 
wurden Vorurteile und Verurteilungen bess-
er entlarvt. Das [sic] es enge Geister gibt, 
die nicht in der Lage sind, “um die Ecke” 
zu denken, ist traurig, aber voller Tradition] 
(quoted in HaGalil.com 2002, n.p.).

During the divisive public debate, 
Anna Adam articulated counterarguments 
that revealed a deep inter-generational rift 
between Shoah survivors and their children 
and grandchildren. Whereas many first-gen-
eration Shoah survivors felt personally of-
fended by Anna Adam’s art pieces, mem-
bers of the second-generation embraced 
the taboo-breaking exhibit as a necessary 
and even liberating Stein des Anstosses 
[bone of contention], moving the German 
Jewry into the twenty-first century (Beuth-
ien 2002). DELICATESSEN ADAM© became 
an important and timely cause célèbre, a 
one-woman satire-show/performance that 
addressed important identity concerns for 
younger German-based Jews (Pezzei 2002). 
Most importantly, Anna Adam’s provocative 
art objects provided them with an opportu-
nity to explore contemporary Jewish identi-
ties beyond Germany’s official and politically 
instrumentalized culture of commemoration. 
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Significance for the Future of Holocaust Me-
morialization
 For Adam, satire functions as a narrative 
device that defies and undercuts religious 
homogenization, Jewish clichés, and ste-
reotyping. At the same time, she considers 
her work to be an expression of social and 
political activism spurring changes in peo-
ple’s attitudes toward cultural, ethnic, and 
religious minorities. Employing caricature, 
persiflage, and sarcasm, Adam’s bold instal-
lations blur the boundaries between comic 
and tragic satire, evoking emotions that can 
swiftly turn from amusement to anger (Turner 
2006).212Her artistic creations are light-heart-
ed and disturbing, joyful and deeply unset-
tling all at once.

However, Adam’s highly aestheticized 
depictions of the “philosemitic gaze” com-
plicate her installation projects even further. 
As she draws on philosemitism’s ambivalent 
meaning, she reveals it to be a conflicting his-
torical signifier. In the early 1880s, the term 
“philosemitism” was commonly used to de-
nounce an exaggerated friendliness towards 
Jews; later incarnations of the term were 
largely derogatory carrying various degrees 
of “antisemitic overtones” in public and 
political discourse (Kinzig 2005). As Adam 
addresses both modes of representation, 
shifting the image of the Jew from “victim” 
to “scapegoat”, she creates a disorienting 
experience for the show’s visitors (Beuthien 
2002). Anna Adam’s unconventional memory 
work thus challenges us to move beyond tra-
ditional, and to some extent even fossilized, 
forms of Holocaust education. As a German 
Jew, Adam refuses to perform “Jewishness” 
and speaks out against those – both within 
and beyond the Jewish communities – who 
expect the artist to “behave” according to 
culturally prescribed norms. 

In DELICATESSEN ADAM©, the art-
ist is refracting contemporary images of 
Jews through complex cultural lenses that 
2 “In emotional terms, the satirist is consumed by 
an unstable mix of amusement and anger. Sometimes 
one predominates (producing ‘comic’ satire), sometimes 
the other (producing ‘tragic’ satire), and sometimes they 
cannot be unraveled” (Turner 2006, n.p.).

have been distorted by prejudice and anti-
semitism. Mirko Weber captures this refrac-
tion quite eloquently describing how the 
ADAM© exhibit conscientiously restages the 
sacred museum space into a sacred cabaret 
performance: In such a cabaret space, “there 
would be much to laugh about [. . . ], and, 
for once, Jews and Non-Jews would not face 
one another as speechless and embarrassed 
as it is so often the case [in Germany]” (my 
translation, Weber 2002, n.p.).313 

DELICATESSEN ADAM© forces us 
to confront and accept social, cultural, and 
religious prejudices as difficult learning ex-
periences. As such, Anna Adam’s innovative 
memory work allows us to explore the social 
persistence of ideas and belief systems that 
are incompatible with societies that value 
mutual understanding, acceptance, and po-
litical equality.

3 “Man könnte also über einiges lachen [ . . . ] Ju-
den und Nichtjuden stünden sich nicht ganz so sprachlos 
und verlegen gegenüber, wie es oft [in Deutschland] der 
Fall ist” (my translation). 



70  |  The Future of Holocaust Memorialization

REFERENCES

Adam, Anna. 2014. “Feinkost Adam / Eine Dokumentation zur Ausstellung im jüdischen 
Museum Fürth.” haGalil.com. April 9. Accessed October 9, 2014. http://www.juden-
tum.net/kultur/adam-2.htm.

–––. 2002. “Presseerklärung zur öffentlichen Kritik an der Ausstellung FEINKOST ADAM©.” 
haGalil.com. April 2. Accessed October 9, 2014. http://www.judentum.net/kultur/
adam-3.htm.

–––. 2014. “Die Sachen, die ich bei Beuys gelernt habe, setzte ich auch gezielt bei Feinkost 
Adam ein” [All the things I learned from Beuys, I purposefully put to use in Feinkost 
Adam]. Interview by Charlotte Schallié. Berlin, June 19.

Beuthien, Tanja. 2002. “Sanfte Rebellinnen mit grossem Zorn.” Marie Claire, 67. 
Beuys, Joseph. 2004. What is Art?: Conversation with Joseph Beuys, edited by Volker Har-

lan. Forest Row, UK: Clairview Books.
Diner, Dan. 1986. “Negative Symbiose: Deutsche und Juden nach Auschwitz.” Babylon 1: 9.
Ebers, Michael Hanns. 2002. Woche im Blick, June 14, n.p. 
Fürther Nachrichten. “Spätherbstliche Brückenschläge,” June 14, 2002. Accessed Oc-

tober 9, 2014. http://www.nordbayern.de/region/fuerth/spatherbstliche-brucken-
schlage-1.697942.

Gessler, Philipp. 2002. “Unnormal bittere Feinkost.” taz, June 6. Accessed October 9, 2014. 
http://www.israeli-art.com/satire/anna-adam.htm.

HaGalil.com. “Reaktionen aus dem Besucherbuch zu ‘FEINKOST ADAM©.’” April 18, 2002. 
Accessed November 14, 2014. http://www.judentum.net/kultur/adam-5.htm.

Himmelfarb, Gertrude. 2011. The People of the Book: Philosemitism in England, from Crom-
well to Churchill. New York: Encounter Books.

Kinzig, Wolfram. 2008. “Philosemitism.” P. 342 in A Dictionary of Jewish-Christian Relations, 
edited by Edward Kessler and Neil Wenborn. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Pezzei, Kristina. 2002. “Der Streit geht in die nächste Runde.” Jüdische Allgemeine, April 
25, n.p.

Turner, James Grantham. 2006. “Satire.” In The Oxford Encyclopedia of British Literature, 
edited by David Scott Kastan. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Accessed October 9, 
2014. doi: 10.1093/acref/9780195169218.001.0001.

Weber, Mirko. 2002. “Unter dem Rasiermesser rast der Puls.” Stuttgarter Zeitung, April 30, 
n.p.

Die Welt. “Minister fordert Veränderungen in Fürth.” April 24, 2012. Accessed October 
9, 2014. http://www.welt.de/print-welt/article385734/Minister-fordert-Veraenderun-
gen-in-Fuerth.html.

Winchell, James. 2012. “The Healing Power of Jew-Love.” Tablet. July 9. Accessed Novem-
ber 14, 2014. http://tabletmag.com/jewish-arts-and-culture/books/105262/the-heal-
ing-power-of-jew-love.

Zick, Andreas. 2010. “Anti-Semitism.” P. 23 in Encyclopedia of Group Processes & Inter-
group Relations, edited by John M. Levine and Michael A. Hogg. Los Angeles: Sage.



The Future of Holocaust Memorialization  |  71

Part 2

2.3 re-tHInKIng 
PedAgogICAl 
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hat enthused me the most 
about the Future of Holocaust Memorializa-
tion working group’s inaugural conference 
in Budapest in 2014 was the moment Face-
book informed me that a cover photo had 
been posted for our page – the same image 
as appears on the cover of this volume. In 
an instant, I recognized the positive exam-
ple and constructive focus it represented: a 
“subtle yet profound [act] of nonconform-
ity” (Cox 2013) at a time and place – a 1936 
ship launching (dis)honored by the presence 
of the Führer himself – when such behavior 
could incur a death sentence. 

So much Holocaust discourse re-
iterates the black and white terminology 
heard in all contexts, be they more or less 
academic: “perpetrators” and “victims”, 
“guilty” and “innocent”. Now, however, in 
the second decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury, a light is slowly shifting towards those 
“ordinary people” who refused to support 
perpetrators and insisted on helping victims. 
The photograph chosen to represent our 
ensemble’s work portrayed exactly this: de-
fiant solidarity with the downtrodden. This is 
the new perspective, a highlighting of civic 
action that can engage subsequent gen-
erations for whom the twentieth century is 
exclusively history. Everyone with even ele-
mentary familiarity with the Holocaust knows 
the name of the Führer, Adolf Hitler; unfortu-

nately, only a spattering of those with even 
expert knowledge of the Holocaust knows 
the name of the man who refused to salute, 
August Landmesser. And yet it is the latter 
whom we should remember; it is his behav-
ior that we should study as an exemplar.

Recognizing Goodness
Having explored the Shoah for nearly 

three decades, and having taught a course 
on The Holocaust and Its Cultural Meanings 
to highly international groups of undergrad-
uate and graduate students in Warsaw and 
Cracow for over one decade, a peculiarity of 
our field suddenly became clearer to me. A 
few years ago, this led me to find a new way 
to introduce a topic that had always been a 
segment of my syllabus. 
 Midway through the semester, at the 
beginning of class, I ask students to name 
ten war criminals from World War II. Interest-
ing is that all those identified continue to be 
only ethnic Germans which, considering how 
much has been learned over the past sev-
enty years about non-German collaborators 
and killers, is quite disconcerting. Neverthe-
less, the surnames encompass the infamous 
Third Reich “heavyweights”, from Himmler 
to Mengele, and this exercise has never tak-
en more than a few minutes. In effect, it is so 
easy that Hitler has occasionally ended up an 
afterthought as number eleven or twelve on 
the list.

Next, I ask the students to name ten 
Yad Vashem-recognized Righteous Among 
the Nations from World War II. A long si-
lence ensues before someone timidly offers 
the first name. Thanks to Steven Spielberg, 

reMeMBerIng rIgHteoUsness:
transnational touchstones 
in the international
classroom
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Oskar Schindler is nearly always that one, 
but, after a quarter hour, there are rarely 
even five names on the list. That handful 
represents those popularized in films, plays, 
and monuments. Subsequent to Schindler’s 
List (1993), the cinematic protagonists now 
include Irena Sendler114documented in Hall-
mark television’s The Courageous Heart of 
Irena Sendler (2009), Leopold Socha por-
trayed in Agnieszka Holland’s In Darkness 
(2011), and Jan Karski interviewed by Claude 
Lanzmann, shown partly in Shoah (1986) and 
fully in The Karski Report (2010).

More tangible memorialization does 
exist, but is easily overlooked. My daily 
stroll to the Budapest conference site took 
me past testimony to Raoul Wallenberg. 
The Swedish diplomat, another Righteous 
Gentile, is somewhat better known, but ap-
pears on today’s British Embassy in the form 
of a relatively small, rather dark, and above 
eye-level plaque on a building in which he 
and his colleagues conducted their acts of 
civil disobedience in 1944. In fact, it was in 
the seventieth anniversary year that one of 
my students cautiously mentioned some-
body called “Wallenberg” doing something 
in Hungary, yet (in a class of forty persons) 
no one could provide more details. Sadly, 
none of the American participants was able 
to explain why the US Holocaust Memorial 
Museum (when a new street address had 
to be created for it) is located at “One Wal-
lenberg Plaza”. For the USHMM – opening 
nearly fifty years after the Warsaw Ghetto 
Uprising – a decision was made to honor not 
a Jewish survivor, but precisely a non-Jewish 
Righteous. Nevertheless, young (as well as 
old) visitors come and go, drawing no link 
between Wallenberg and the Shoah.

Although survivor testimony was gath-
ered immediately (some even before the war 
officially ended), that of the Righteous was 
in principle overlooked. Victims needed to 
unleash their traumas; rescuers thought their 
1 Organizer, among other things, of the rescue 
of about 2,500 Polish Jewish children from the Warsaw 
Ghetto, she was nominated (her candidacy supported by 
the Israeli government) for the Nobel Peace Prize in 2007. 
Former US Vice President Al Gore received it that year for 
his environmental activism. 

deeds so wholly “ordinary” as to preclude 
articulation. Moreover, as everyone knows, 
“bad news” is media worthy; good news is no 
news. Thus unspeakable evil was described, 
while incredible kindheartedness was not. As 
pivotal experiments by psychologists215have 
illustrated, in the aftermath of the Shoah, 
everyone was trying to identify “monsters”. 
In haste to do so, researchers became blind 
to the “angels”. 

It was a decade after Yad Vashem was 
founded and nearly a generation after the 
war – in 1963 – that official recognition for 
the Righteous Among the Nations was estab-
lished. At the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, the total for all countries when Sir 
Martin Gilbert was writing in 2002, was just 
over 19,000 (Gilbert 2003, xvi); the figure for 
2014 (updated each January) stands at over 
25,000 certificates. Some forty years after 
the founding of the program, Yad Vashem 
began compiling encyclopedias of the Right-
eous by country, starting with France and 
Poland (Gutman and Lazare 2003; Gutman, 
Bender, and Krakowski, 2004). In 2013 the 
program saw its fiftieth anniversary in honor 
of which Yad Vashem set up an onsite as well 
as online exhibition, aptly entitled I Am My 
Brother’s Keeper.316 

Nonetheless, the literature on these 
heroes is still scant. The resources listed on 
the Yad Vashem site number less than twen-
ty. When Gilbert finally tackled the subject, 
his thick tome – The Righteous: The Unsung 
Heroes of the Holocaust – includes a sub-
set bibliography specifically on non-Jewish 
rescuers of Jews; it closes with fifty sources 
(Gilbert 2003, 463-465). What are we teach-
ing, what are we passing on to the youth, if 
there are a hundred books on figures such as 
Himmler, but less than a handful on Sendler?

After the initial attempts to list per-
sons officially recognized by Yad Vashem, 
the remainder of class time is spent learn-
ing about them and about the “altruistic” (as 
2 Among others, see the renowned research of 
Stanley Milgram and Philip Zimbardo.
3 See “I Am My Brother’s Keeper: Marking 50 Years 
of Honoring Righteous Among the Nations,” Yad Vashem, 
accessed October 1, 2014, http://yadvashem.org.il/yv/en/
exhibitions/righteous/index.asp.
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opposed to the “authoritarian”) personality 
(Oliner and Oliner 1988). 

The “homework assignment” at the 
end of class is to conduct a bit of research 
and discover a person from one’s own coun-
try (or as near as possible to one’s home) 
who has received this distinction. A few 
years ago, a student from Croatia417enthusi-
astically reported a week later about a man 
from her village who had rescued Jews from 
the Shoah. Though the local population was 
small and members of his family were known 
to her, she had never heard about this side of 
his life. For a Polish-German student strug-
gling with that dual identity, reading about a 
Righteous from near her birthplace in Poland 
and another from Germany facilitated a com-
ing-to-terms with a troublesome inheritance.

Of course, some nation states were 
nearly or wholly uninvolved in the process-
es of the Shoah, hence, some students (e.g., 
from Taiwan or Singapore) return with a name 
from the nearest country (e.g., from China 
or Vietnam). However, young scholars from 
countries as different as Turkey and Portugal 
discover that they also have, for instance, a 
“Wallenberg” diplomat. Quite meaningfully, 
students discover that even if their govern-
ment is not engaged and their country is not 
occupied, the responsibility and the possi-
bility to intervene remains. There is always 
a multitude of ways – direct and indirect – in 
which members of the human race can suc-
cor fellow citizens in need. 

The Righteous Among the Nations 
comprise transnational touchstones for Holo-
caust education. Around the world, students 
of all ages and instruction levels (with less 
concern regarding age-appropriate materi-
al) can undertake lessons on the Shoah cen-
tered on acts of compassion at a time when 
such behavior is heroic. More significantly – 
in younger or older democracies, on every 
continent – pupils can be taught about a citi-
zen’s responsibility for the defense of human 

4 Worth emphasizing is the specific context of that 
nation’s ignoble collaboration with the Third Reich as well 
as the more recent ethnic conflict on its territory in this 
young woman’s lifetime.

rights by reference to the Righteous in a time 
of genocide. A path to discussion of oppres-
sive historical facts can be the simultaneous 
accenting of (to paraphrase Abraham Fox-
man, a saved child survivor) the goodness, 
love, and compassion that existed “even in 
that hell called the Holocaust” (Gilbert 2003, 
xii).
 Yet another investigation into the Third 
Reich, National Socialism, or Adolf Hit-
ler does not bring us closer to an antidote 
against genocide; there have been over forty 
since the end of the Holocaust. Quite likely, 
a better countermeasure would be a pos-
itive (not negative) role model to emulate: 
how not to stand and salute when everyone 
else is doing so, how to get into the thick 
of things when everyone else is an onlooker, 
how to question authority and break the law 
when everyone else is obediently “just fol-
lowing orders”. 

In the summer of 2014, a group of 
twelve adult social activists (four each from 
NGOs in Germany, Russia, and Poland) 
gathered together for a seminar on “Human 
Rights Education at Memorial Sites in the 
Context of Twentieth Century Crimes against 
Humanity in Europe”, held at Auschwitz and 
Bergen-Belsen. My lecture at the end of 
their first day was “Teaching Anti-Totalitari-
anism” (an option the group had selected). 
This time it was in closure that I presented 
my usual requests: name ten war criminals, 
ten “Righteous”. As expected of this group, 
a rapid-fire litany of names was delivered in 
response to the first call. Startling was that – 
precisely amidst these NGO activists – only 
the Polish participants knew what the title 
“Righteous Among the Nations” signified518 

5  While the largest “national” number of Righ-
teous is from Poland, this statistic has been misused and 
exploited recurrently in twenty-first-century discourse 
about the country’s role in the Shoah. Regarding a similar 
phenomenon in Hungary, see Randolph L. Braham, “Res-
cue Operations in Hungary: Myths and Realities,” Yad 
Vashem Studies 32 (2004): 21-57 (especially comments on 
the opening and closing pages); or, more recently, Ruth El-
len Gruber, “Plan To Open Another Holocaust Museum in 
Budapest Faces Criticism – From Jews,” Tablet 10 January 
2014, accessed October 1, 2014, http://tabletmag.com/
jewish-news-and-politics/157693/budapest-holocaust-mu-
seum.
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all the Germans and Russians were shocked 
at their complete illiteracy. “Why don’t we 
know about this?” one of the German activ-
ists challenged her colleagues. 

Insights
As we approach the seventieth an-

niversary of the official end of the Second 
World War, we draw to a close the second 
decade of the twenty-first century, and in 
Central Eastern Europe – on whose “blood-
lands” the brunt of the Shoah’s murders 
were committed – we celebrate a quarter of 
a century of democracy. But another of the 
German social activists asked if we should 
not continue to investigate crimes and crim-
inals. Indeed, it was only after authoring an 
impressive library of books on the Shoah 
that Martin Gilbert set out to delve into the 
subject of the Righteous. And as he culled 
first-hand accounts from surviving Jews, Gil-
bert received a response cited in his preface; 
a man wrote in some perturbation: “In my 
opinion, enough is being written on Chris-
tian help to rescue Jews. I feel that the fo-
cus is shifting away from the crimes” (Gilbert 
2003, xviii). Yet that has been the focal point 
for over three generations and it has neither 
served to eliminate nor reduce the com-
mission of crimes against humanity. Again, 
speaking from the perspective of Central 
Eastern Europe, how can our previously cap-
tive societies transform into civil societies if 
the models presented in academic sources 
as well as in the mass media are only nega-
tive and ethno- (if not ego-) centric? Perhaps 
it is time to add a complementary field.

To this end, Samuel Oliner (himself a 
rescued child survivor) founded the Altruistic 
Personality and Prosocial Behavior Institute 
at Humboldt University in Northern Califor-
nia. It is true in retrospect that those who 
helped stand out from others but, in fact (like 
the perpetrators and bystanders), they came 
from all walks of life and were quite “ordi-
nary”. What was extraordinary about them 
was a quality about which the grandmother 
of another child survivor spoke at war’s out-
break: “Better think how fortunate you are. 

You will have to seek your friends among 
decent people only” (Olczak-Ronikier 2005, 
264). In retrospection, Joanna Olczak-Roniki-
er commented: “[My grandmother] did not 
yet know that in a short while the modest, 
old-fashioned word ‘decency’ would change 
its meaning and start to signify heroism” (Ol-
czak-Ronikier 2005, 264).

To be clear on this, the aim in explor-
ing deeply this sub-discipline of Holocaust 
studies is not to “offset” outright evil or even 
the implicit collusion of neutrality and stand-
ing by. Such research and knowledge are also 
not proposed by way of deflecting blame or 
responsibility for crimes, which most certain-
ly were committed by non-Jews (and not just 
ethnic Germans and Austrians) in every coun-
try against members of their Jewish popula-
tion. These crimes have been expressly stud-
ied, societies have openly discussed their 
own complicity, and only marginal populists 
(although sometimes rising briefly to official 
power) attempt to deny. Here it should be 
noted that it is not the Righteous themselves, 
but rather certain historians, politicians, and 
jingoists who augment the numbers of their 
“national” righteous, embellish the heroism, 
and amplify the ranks of the rescued as well. 
In discourse on the international stage, the 
Righteous are (ab)used in “one-upmanship” 
rhetoric and as a “get out of jail free” card 
when a country is reproached for crimes 
against humanity committed by its compa-
triots. Indeed, “there is a potential danger 
that the myths of rescue, if left unchallenged, 
may acquire a life of their own, threatening 
the integrity of the historical record of the 
Holocaust” (Braham 2004, 57). Furthermore, 
such manipulation only diminishes the intre-
pidity and bravery of the Righteous. 

Still, the Simon Wiesenthal Center an-
nounced Operation Last Chance in the year 
2000, encouraging countries to bring still-liv-
ing war criminals to justice, and offering 
large financial rewards for assistance in this 
endeavor. In contrast, no such program has 
been established to find the last of the liv-
ing Righteous. As noted on the Yad Vashem 
website:
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It needs to be noted that the 
numbers of Righteous recog-
nized do not reflect the full ex-
tent of help given by non-Jews 
to Jews during the Holocaust; 
they are rather based on the 
material and documentation 
that was made available to Yad 
Vashem. Most Righteous were 
recognized following requests 
made by the rescued Jews. 
Sometimes survivors could not 
overcome the difficulty of grap-
pling with the painful past and 
didn’t come forward; others 
weren’t aware of the program 
or couldn’t apply, especially 
people who lived behind the 
Iron Curtain during the years 
of Communist regime in East-
ern Europe; other survivors 
died before they could make 
the request. An additional fac-
tor is that most cases that are 
recognized represent success-
ful attempts; the Jews sur-
vived and came forward to tell 
Yad Vashem about them. (Yad 
Vashem 2014)

The poignancy, but also the urgency of this is 
(as with Shoah survivors) that the testimonies 
– and the opportunity to actually be intro-
duced to and touch such heroes – are literally 
dying out (the youngest are in their eighties). 
It has been my privilege to meet such war-
riors for universal human dignity when they 
speak to groups on Holocaust pilgrimages. 
There is no lesson on morality learned more 
enduringly than one heard directly from a 
Righteous Among the Nations; their answers 
to questions posed by listeners illustrate a 
firm belief in the nobility of each and every 
human being. 

About Raoul Wallenberg’s fate we 
only know that he died imprisoned in the 
USSR; someone who fought so adamantly 
against one totalitarian system would cer-

tainly not easily accept another. In Central 
Eastern Europe, fundamental is the postwar 
transition from one form of absolutism into 
the next taking hold in the Soviet sphere of 
influence. Although their wartime deeds are 
increasingly entering the annals of world his-
tory, few if any scholars note that three of the 
most renowned Polish Righteous, Zofia Ko-
ssak-Szczucka, Władysław Bartoszewski, and 
Irena Sendler all endured persecution and 
even prison under the postwar communist 
regime. Other Righteous such as Czesław 
Miłosz and Jan Karski could not return to 
their homeland but agitated in exile. Each 
of them continued to actively oppose tyran-
ny even when its name was changed; their 
minds not held captive and their moral back-
bone unbent, they continued to question au-
thority, to rebel against it, and to refuse to 
“follow orders”.

Significance for the Future of Holocaust Me-
morialization 

How facile it always is – especially 
under relatively peaceful conditions – for 
individuals, whole groups, and even institu-
tions to succumb to political and peer pres-
sure which justifies (helpless or even pitiless) 
standing by when perpetrators attack. It is 
all the more remarkable that these as well as 
other unsung heroes acted first on behalf of 
the right for individual Jews to live in peace, 
and then on behalf of the right for all humans 
to live free. Undoubtedly similar personages 
can be found throughout Central Eastern Eu-
rope. A closer look into the post-Shoah ac-
tions of Righteous Among the Nations in the 
Soviet Bloc might lead to lessons on how to 
foster righteous rebellion and civil disobedi-
ence wherever and whenever human rights 
are violated.

To this end, a newer form of Holo-
caust memorialization is emerging. In 2012 
the European Parliament declared the sixth 
of March as the European Day of Remem-
brance for the Righteous.619Gardens of the 

6 The date commemorates the 2007 death of 
Moshe Bejski, longterm Chairman of the Commission for 
the Designation of the Righteous at Yad Vashem and a 
Schindler’s List survivor.
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Righteous – honoring all manner of peo-
ple who have demonstrated a straight and 
strong backbone – are being opened in vari-
ous cities around the world. 

This started with one in Milan in 
2003 which pays tribute (among others) to 
Hrant Dink who promoted dialogue and 
reconciliation between Turks and Arme-
nians, to Khaled Abdul Wahab, a Muslim 
who saved Jewish lives in Tunisia during its 
occupation, as well as to Vasily Grossman 
who in the USSR denounced the crimes of 
both Nazism and communism. In June of 
2014, such a public park was opened in 
Warsaw, its plaques encompassing Marek 
Edelman – a Polish Jew who fought in the 
Warsaw Ghetto Uprising of 1943, then in 
the Warsaw Uprising of 1944, only to con-
tinue fighting the communist regime after 
1945 – as well as a more recent “Right-
eous”, the assassinated Russian journalist, 
Anna Politkovska. 

Ultimately, human rights are only 
guaranteed by other human beings – not 
by institutions and governments. When 
things go wrong, societies instantly expect 
that the UN, the Red Cross, and religious 
institutions will step in. In fact, the bigger 
the institution, the slower it will react and 
the less effective it will be. Most govern-
ments will officially and publicly avoid in-
volvement: uncomfortable information will 
be hushed, an appeasement policy will be 
applied, and economic prudence will be 
presented as more reasonable. Yet neutral-
ity in a time of genocide always helps the 
perpetrator, never helps the victims. 

Time and time again, we are re-
minded that a numerically insignificant 
populace can bear disproportionately sig-
nificant power. It is worth recalling words 
commonly attributed to the anthropologist 
Margaret Mead: “Never doubt that a small 
group of thoughtful, committed citizens 
can change the world. Indeed, it’s the only 
thing that ever has.” Sometimes it is the 
power of one man not saluting at a mass 
rally. Sometimes it is a small grassroots as-

semblage protesting on a square.Some-
times it is a single family or partisan unit 
saving the lives of fellow human beings 
who are in more immediate and imminent 
danger.720

And so it is citizens taking responsi-
bility who, in their everyday social practic-
es assure – in every moment of every day 
– recognition of and respect for the human 
dignity of a woman harassed for unveiling 
or veiling her hair, a man publicly humili-
ated for the color of his skin or his sexual 
orientation, or the child bullied in school 
for his physical or intellectual uniqueness. 
In fact, one must “exercise” and “prac-
tice” such pro-humanity ethics daily lest 
such qualities as charity and compassion 
atrophy. By teaching about the Right-
eous Among the Nations of the World, we 
demonstrate to fellow human beings how 
to build, strengthen, and maintain a moral 
backbone by using it. By casting a bright 
spotlight on precisely what the Righteous 
did and how, we illustrate that the impos-
sible is possible.821Seemingly minor acts 
of heroism, rectitude, and integrity in rel-
atively good times lead to continuation in 
times and places in which the utilization 
of fundamental human rights could mean 
death.

Permit me to underscore again that 
this is not a proposal that we consider 
complete or turn our backs on the histor-
ical research which is unveiling new forms 
and new cases of explicit or implicit col-
laboration at all levels of societies across 
occupied Europe. Neither is this a propos-
al to cease digging into the hidden profits 

7 During World War II, both those who defied an 
order “to die” (subsequently known as “survivors”) as well 
as those who defied an order to not facilitate evasion of 
that collective “death penalty” (subsequently known as the 
“Righteous”) were in grave danger; the difference lay in 
the degree of that threat.
8 As an example of a teaching curriculum on this 
topic, see “Lesson 2.2.1 Rescuers,” Religion and Ethics 
– Good and Evil: The Human Spirit in Times of Chaos, 
Brisbane Catholic Education, accessed October 1, 2014, 
http://extranetportal.bne.catholic.edu.au/re/REC/Reli-
gionEthics/goodandevil/Documents/Section%20Two%20
Good%20and%20Evil%20Holocaust%20checked%20
and%20edited.pdf.
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made by neutrals and the abetment pro-
vided by onlookers. Regardless of the rea-
sons for omission of this lesson heretofore, 
the point is to provide the next generations 
with role models to follow whose person-
al biographies illustrate belief in humanity 
and strength in morality.

In my very next Holocaust class our 
Facebook cover photo was projected on 
the screen. We talked about the sources of 
strength for that single individual to not do 
as others who so facilely followed. What 
better lesson can younger scholars learn 
than this one: stand strong, stand firm, 
stand up, and be counted! Counterintuitive 
as this might sound in Holocaust studies, 
infectious optimism and unwavering confi-
dence in the power of one (or the few) – a 
component of the altruistic personality – is 
what is saving human lives in the present, 
and what will save humankind in the future.
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 olocaust education is at a point 
of transition. As the events of this particular 
genocide continue to recede into the past, 
personal connections to this history are di-
minishing. Be it relatives or friends whose 
lives were affected by the Shoah or encoun-
ters with first-hand stories of survivors, con-
nections to the Holocaust are transforming 
as living memory fades. On the one hand, 
there has been a proliferation in recent years 
of what Levy and Sznaider call “cosmopol-
itan memory”, memory that goes beyond 
ethnic or national boundaries in the age of a 
globalized popular culture (2002, 101). The 
Holocaust is increasingly a part of a Western 
cultural mentality and simultaneously serves 
as its moral compass (Levy and Sznaid-
er 2002). Yet, on the other hand, we argue 
that we are losing the personal connection 
to the Holocaust despite the proliferation of 
Holocaust memoirs and films, or even the 

vast archives of digital testimony and stories 
that have been collected and disseminated. 
Given this paradoxical context, what is Holo-
caust education – or where should Holocaust 
education be headed – in the future? 
 Holocaust memorialization takes many 
different forms: from monuments and memo-
rial sites to memoirs and films, from digital tes-
timony to archival documents and resources. 
In this contribution to the conference publi-
cation, we argue that one important factor in 
keeping the memory of the Holocaust alive 
is the ability to bridge the experiences of a 
new generation of learners and the events 
of the past so that students are able to per-
sonally invest in the learning and memoriali-
zation process, particularly in the absence of 
survivors. In what follows, we describe a case 
study of a field school program, the I-witness 
Field School,122that takes university students 
from Canada to Europe to study Holocaust 
memorialization in various Central European 
countries. In order to build a connection be-
tween the course participants and the course 
material, the program is based on bridging 
academic scholarship with human emotions 
and ethical reflections in an attempt to bring 
about a shared commitment to working to 

1 The I-witness Field School has been in existence 
since its initial planning stages in 2010 and should not be 
confused with the Visual History archival platform at the 
USC Shoah Foundation called IWitness.
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make the world a better place.  In this way, 
the course is set up to exemplify the model 
created by the Facing History and Ourselves 
pedagogical triangle (see Figure 1). 

FIGURE 1. Facing History and Ourselves 
Pedagogical Triangle223

However, we also believe that there is 
another necessary layer involved in making 
the learning experience a transformative one 
for the current and future generations of learn-
ers. The “I” in I-witness is used to emphasize 
the personal connection the students gain 
with regards to the history of Holocaust me-
morialization. The “I” of the course title also 
highlights three additional aspects that are at 
the core of the program. These are its inter-
generational, intercultural, and introspective 
components (see Figure 2). In our opinion, 
these elements help participants realize their 
own cultural and generational blind spots 
and recognize various access points into the 
memorialization process. Moreover partici-
pants begin to understand that each culture 
and generation may possess a language of 
memorialization that resonates uniquely with 
that culture and that generation. Holocaust 
memorialization comes to be understood as 
a process, and one that must continue to re-
define itself in response to the needs of suc-
cessive generations.

2 Published with permission from Facing Histo-
ry and Ourselves. For a description of the pedagogical 
triangle, see: Facing History and Ourselves, Introduction, 
Decision-Making in Times of Injustice: A Unit to Supple-
ment Facing History and Ourselves and Human Behavior 
(Brookline, MA: Facing History and Ourselves Headquar-
ters, 2009), 7-8.

FIGURE 2. The “I” in the I-witness Program 
Triangle

Our description of the I-witness Field 
School in the following sections is just one 
example of how the inter-generational, in-
ter-cultural, and introspective elements can 
be incorporated into the study of Holocaust 
memorialization. It is, of course, not the only 
example. For the purposes of our contribu-
tions to this book, we are not interested in 
discussing the value of experiential learning 
on a field school such as this,324the impact 
of Holocaust study tours in terms of par-
ticipants’ civic engagement,425or different 
ways of designing a Holocaust field school 
course.526Rather, we attempt to explore the 
possibility within Holocaust education that 
seeks to facilitate individual investment in the 

3 For more information on the experiential-learn-
ing aspects of Holocaust field schools, see Carol L. Clyde, 
David A. Walker, and Deborah L. Floyd, “An Experiential 
Learning Program for Holocaust Education,” NASPA Jour-
nal 42.3 (2005): 326-341; Schlomo Romi and Michal Lev, 
“Experiential Learning of History through Youth Journeys 
to Poland: Israeli Youth and the Holocaust,” Research in 
Education 78 (2007): 88-102.
4  Concerning civic engagement, see Elizabeth 
Spalding, Todd A. Savage, and Jesus Garcia, “The March 
of Remembrance and Hope: Teaching and Learning about 
Diversity and Social Justice through the Holocaust,” 
Teachers College Record 109.6 (2007): 1423-1456; Carol L. 
Clyde, “Developing Civic Leaders through an Experiential 
Learning Program for Holocaust Education,” Prospects 
40.2 (2010): 289-306.
5 Regarding the design of Holocaust field schools, 
see Andrew Charlesworth, “Teaching the Holocaust 
through Landscape Study: The Liverpool Experience,” Im-
migrants and Minorities 13.1 (1994): 65-76; Martin Gilbert, 
Holocaust Journey: Travelling in Search of the Past (New 
York: Columbia UP, 1997), 142-184; Kay Andrews, “Finding 
a Place for the Victim: Building a Rationale for Educational 
Visits to Holocaust-related Sites,” Teaching History 141 
(December 2010): 42-49. 
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landscape of the Shoah through the building 
of personal relationships: both with individu-
als (whether living or dead) who experienced 
the Shoah first-hand, as well as with the very 
act of memorialization.

The Case Being Described
In answer to Andreas Huyssen’s no-

tion of “present pasts” the I-witness Field 
School is a four-week program that encour-
ages students to explore how the historical 
events of the Holocaust are currently ne-
gotiated in Central Europe today (Huyssen 
2003). The 2014 focus topic, “Exploring the 
Past – Confronting Racism, Antisemitism, 
and Homophobia in the Present EU”, high-
lights the interconnection of the present with 
the past and the past with the present. The 
Field School begins with an intensive one-
week of classes at the University of Victoria 
campus. During this time students are intro-
duced to a wide range of material, including 
background readings on specific sites, read-
ings that highlight particular controversies 
surrounding memorial sites, texts dealing 
with various aspects of memory and memo-
rialization, as well as memoirs and film relat-
ed to the sites we were to visit or people we 
were planning to meet.627

Here students have the opportunity 
to encounter amongst themselves a range 
of interests, concerns, and perspectives on 
the Holocaust, as they approach the subject 
from a variety of disciplines. During this time 
each student provided an initial presentation 
on a Holocaust memorial that we visited dur-
ing the trip. Once in Europe, the student re-
sponsible for presenting on a particular site 
would remind the class about the site before 
we arrived and would lead the class discus-
sion after the site visit. This is the first step 
towards what is a central developmental aim 
of the Field School: becoming invested in 
the process of Holocaust memorialization as 
an agent of history. During the first week on 
campus students also met and spoke with 
three local survivors. This experience was 
then balanced by two additional conversa-
6 See the Appendix at the end of this paper for the 
course reading list.

tions with survivors while traveling in Germa-
ny. The hope of this interaction is a two-fold 
personalization of history. Firstly, these en-
counters give a face to these events whilst 
reminding students that Jewish life did not 
end with the Holocaust. Secondly, students 
have the opportunity to understand the lim-
its of this exchange insofar as each genera-
tion may communicate in an experiential lan-
guage that is unique to them. By doing so, 
students are presented with a “way into” the 
Holocaust that both permits and demands 
their speaking of these events, with their own 
voice and their own experiential language. 

Over the course of the following three 
weeks abroad, students had the opportunity 
to study the memorial spaces, monuments, 
and museums in the context within which 
they exist and upon which their full mean-
ing is dependent. In addition, the 2014 
field school students took part in a series 
of inter-cultural exchanges by meeting with 
student groups from the University of Os-
nabrück in Berlin, Germany, through a joint 
class session with students from Jagiellonian 
University in Cracow, Poland – together with 
a group training to become Jewish heritage 
educators –, and finally through a class ses-
sion with students of Jewish Studies at Lud-
wig-Maximillian University in Munich, Ger-
many. Amplified by the cultural context in 
which they took place, these workshops – in 
addition to the conversations with survivors 
– worked to merge the inter-generational 
and the inter-cultural dimensions of the field 
school to a point of mutual illumination.

In the interests of providing an en-
vironment where education and thinking 
come from the bottom up, from students to 
students, in order that they may finally invest 
in this history in a manner which permits re-
ally speaking, we encourage introspection 
and reflection, both on an individual level, as 
a student group, and finally as members of 
a community. This is accomplished through 
multiple forums such as personal journals, a 
class blog, and daily group processing ses-
sions. In doing so, individual perspectives 
may remain complex, multifaceted, and dy-
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namic. Upon return to Canada, participants 
share their experiences through formal pres-
entations and discussions at universities, in 
high schools, and in their local communities 
in whichever medium they so choose. 

Insights
At a time when living memory is fad-

ing away, Holocaust educators are pressed 
to rethink the ways we address the subject 
of the Shoah. When survivors are no longer 
able to tell their stories, who will be the new 
agents of history? How will these stories be 
told? And in what form will they be memo-
rialized? Over the course of the 2014 field 
school we have come to understand that 
these issues are best addressed in an aca-
demic environment that emphasizes the im-
portance of inter-generational and inter-cul-
tural exchange whilst fostering an awareness 
of oneself as a thinking individual through 
formalized introspection. Emerging at what 
we understand to be the very limits of the 
current infrastructure of Holocaust education 
today, we have come to understand this pro-
gram as an agent of transition that acknowl-
edges the needs of past generations, whilst 
grappling with the new and distinct needs of 
a new generation. 

The opportunity to encounter the me-
morial spaces, monuments, and museums in 
the context within which they exist creates 
the conditions in which history is suddenly 
three dimensional and students are con-
fronted with concrete layers of history – no 
longer abstracted out of context and inevita-
bly stripped of their complexity. At the same 
time students are forced to grasp their own 
positionality while engaging as thinking in-
dividuals. This process of critical self-reflec-
tion helps to build towards an understand-
ing of what a “cultural context” really means 
and the consequences of measuring histo-
ry against the cultural context in which it is 
studied, as opposed to the cultural context 
within which the events unfolded.

Students of the 2014 field school 
were particularly struck by the transformative 
power of the cultural exchange between stu-

dents of the same generation. Not only did 
the students become more aware of their 
own individual biases but also their individ-
ual educational backgrounds and the indi-
vidual historical narratives that inform edu-
cation. Consequently, as educators, we have 
come to realize that not often enough do we 
draw attention to history and education as 
storytelling. Not often enough do we con-
sider the fact that not every country learns 
the same history, or is at the same point in 
dealing with its history.

By focusing on building an environ-
ment where education and thinking come 
from the bottom up, from students to stu-
dents, in response to the attempt to com-
municate across experience with survivors, 
course participants were finally able to take 
ownership over these encounters with his-
tory through memorialization, in a manner 
which permits really speaking: speaking of 
the Holocaust, speaking of the very real ways 
in which the industrialized infrastructure of 
murder is already woven into the fabric of 
the world today. Over the course of the field 
school, students were confronted first and 
foremost with perspective. Stepping outside 
of their own individual frames of reference, 
students recognized their ever-changing 
views and in so doing they were better able 
to understand the perspective of others. We 
believe that through this inter-generation-
al and inter-cultural exchange, students are 
able to move towards a more complete un-
derstanding of the complexity of history and, 
through this experience, grapple with their 
own responsibility in the present.

Significance for the Future of Holocaust Me-
morialization

For those whose knowledge and ex-
perience of the Holocaust is rooted in the 
twentieth century, the twenty-first marks an 
unprecedented collapse between time and 
space, the authentic and re-constructed. 
Students today are inducted into an envi-
ronment continually under siege, particu-
larly by visual information, manipulated in 
various ways, and in a variety of mediums. 
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Consequently, distinctions between what is 
real and not real are conflated in a kind of 
hyper-reality, such as the Internet. As such, 
those distinctions are less codified and the 
question of authenticity is utterly destabi-
lized, permitting simultaneity and contradic-
tion. 

At the same time, Holocaust edu-
cation insists that if historical accounts are 
no longer subject to the rules of evidence, 
it is impossible to safeguard against either 
the distortion or repetition of the past (Gin-
zburg 1991). But what indeed becomes of 
evidence in the face of the reconstruction 
of the barracks in Auschwitz-Birkenau? What 
becomes of authenticity in Cracow, where 
one can look down over the ruins of a forced 
labor camp without any indication that it is 
the abandoned film set of Stephen Spiel-
berg’s Schindler’s List (1993) built outside of 
the Płaszów memorial site? These questions, 
raised by the field school, cannot help but 
destabilize the object-as-evidence based 
paradigm of Holocaust education, particu-
larly when paired with the idea of the Hol-
ocaust as “unspeakable” and fundamentally 
“unknowable” to any but the survivors (Wie-
sel 1970; Trezise 2001; Lang 2000).

Therefore, we must ask specifically, 
precisely at this time when living memory is 
fading, how to move forward in our discus-
sions authentically in the absence of eye-wit-
nesses. While students of the field school 
may have had the opportunity to speak with 
survivors, through those same conversations 
they were made explicitly aware that these 
personal exchanges are coming to an end – 
one of our initial speakers reported that this 
would be the last time he would be telling 
his story. At the same time, the stories of all 
five of these individuals have been memorial-
ized either in books, archival projects, and/or 
museum exhibits.728Yet, it is clear that there 
is something critical missing in these acts of 
memorialization. The vitality, dynamism, dis-

7  There are exhibits in the Jewish Museum in Berlin 
on the individuals who spoke to us in Germany and the 
concentration camp survivors who spoke to us before we 
left all contributed to the “Local Stories of the Holocaust” 
archival project at the University of Victoria. 

tinct personality, and sense of humor – that 
is to say, the humanity, that each of these in-
dividuals possess – is not easily captured in 
the memorialization process. 

This field school attempts to create 
the conditions wherein students come in 
contact with these qualities in such a way 
that they become personally invested and 
can therefore give meaning to these me-
morials for future generations. In this sense 
it has helped us as educators to understand 
that we must now encourage the attempt to 
communicate across experience, beginning 
with the understanding that each generation 
may discover a language that resonates ex-
clusively with its individual culture and ex-
perience. In doing so, Holocaust education 
takes on a palimpsestic quality that demands 
that the language of communication and 
memorialization be revisited by each succes-
sive generation, precluding any false sense 
of closure which can come from any act of 
memorialization.
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the holocaust
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barbara kintaert
Local History Initiative Member

Vienna, Austria

      

his chapter deals with a small lo-
cal history initiative that started in 2003 in a 
small street in Vienna’s ninth district, Alser-
grund. It was started by one of us, Barbara 
Kintaert, in January 2003 – initially without 
any theoretical context and academic frame-
work in mind, but with a lot of presentiment 
and curiosity. By the autumn of 2003, almost 
a dozen neighbors, friends, and interested 
people had joined Kintaert in the quest for 
the past regarding the house Servitengasse 
6 and later all the houses on the street. The 
initiative continued to grow and historical, 
sociological, and psychoanalytical questions 
were discussed.129

In 2005 and 2011 two memorial 
plaques and in 2008 a memorial monu-
ment were unveiled; in 2006 a film about 
our grassroots project was presented (Dörr 
and Steinmetz); and in 2007 our group pub-
lished a book about our research (Johler and 
Fritsche). In 2007 Barbara Sauer and Birgit 
Johler presented our project and our film 
in Paris, France (2007-06-22, 3ième Festival 
des Cultures Juives. Mairie du 3ième, 16h), 
Peter Koppe and Barbara Kintaert discussed 
our project in the spring of 2007 in Tel-Aviv 
at the Club der Österreicher, and in the au-
tumn of 2008 Barbara Sauer and Birgit Johler 
showed our film at the Cinethek in Jerusalem 
and presented our project at Yad Vashem, 

1 For more information about the Servitengasse 
1938 project, see http://www.servitengasse1938.at.

the Holocaust History Museum in Israel. A 
number of newspaper articles were written 
about Servitengasse 1938 (see appendix). In 
2010 and 2012 we launched two exhibitions 
in Vienna: the first in the Galerie Fortuna 
about our oral history interviews with survi-
vors and the second in the Volkhochschule 
Galileigasse about our research. In March 
2013 Barbara Kintaert presented the project 
in Liberec, Czech Republic, at the confer-
ence of “Living Memory / Ziva Pamet”, and 
in April 2013 our project was presented in 
London at the Austrian Cultural Forum (ACF) 
by Joanna White, Peter Koppe, Birgit Johler, 
Barbara Sauer, Katharina Kober, and Ulrike 
Tauss. In 2014 Barbara Kintaert also present-
ed the project at the Central European Uni-
versity in Budapest. In 2011 and 2014, Cana-
dian students from the University of Victoria’s 
I-witness Field School visited numerous Eu-
ropean Holocaust memorial sites and were 
impressed and moved by the Servitengasse 
1938 project, considering it very special and 
rather unlike the other sites they had seen. 

Case Being Described   
In the summer of 1999 Barbara Kin-

taert began privately researching the fate of 
the Jewish relatives of her father-in-law. They 
had all once lived in Vienna’s second district, 
the district with the highest percentage of 
Jewish inhabitants in Vienna. Six relatives 
had been deported and murdered and eight 
more relatives had been able to emigrate, 
but had lost all their possessions before-
hand. They never came back to Vienna after 
World War II. They preferred to stay in Pales-
tine/Eretz Israel or in Sweden, in England, or 

sHeddIng lIgHt on tHe PAst: 
dIggIng For InForMAtIon 
And grAssroots 
memorialization
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in the US respectively. With this already in 
mind, two books added to Kintaert’s feel-
ing and presentiment that “one must also 
dig where one stands”. The first book 
mentioned is called Dora Bruder by Pat-
rick Modiano (1999), who won the Nobel 
prize for literature in 2014.The second 
book is called First Words by Rosetta Loy 
(2000). Both books deal with the research 
of their respective authors, who had want-
ed to find out what had happened to per-
sons or families in their neighborhoods 
who had disappeared during WWII, i.e., 
from Paris and Rome respectively. These 
two small pocket books had a deep and 
lasting impact on Barbara Kintaert and 
are highly recommended reading. 

Just as each city, town, or village 
has its history, each street, house, and each 
apartment has a history of its own. 

ILLUSTRATION 1. Servitengasse 6 and 
neighboring houses built in the Gründerzeit 
style around the beginning of the twentieth 
century. © BK 2005.

                                    

ILLUSTRATION 2 and 3. Adressbuch 
Lehmann from the years 1936 and 1941.
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In the Austrian National Library and 
in the Vienna City Library one can still find 
the official address books, directories, and 
registers of Vienna in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. In Vienna these ad-
dress books, Adressbuch Lehmann,230were 
not only organized alphabetically (just like 
common telephone books today) but in ad-
dition they were also edited in a “geograph-
ical” version. There was once one volume 
for each district of Vienna and within each 
of these volumes the streets of that particu-
lar district appeared in alphabetical order; 
within these streets, the houses are listed in 
numerical order. Then, for each house, e.g., 
Servitengasse 6, the names of its owner, its 
property manager, and all its inhabitants are 
listed in alphabetical by their family names. 
The letter “T” next to a name means that this 
person had a telephone. The shopkeepers 
however are listed in another chapter of the 
Adressbuch Lehmann but are also easy to 
find. The same is likely to be true for the ad-
dress books, directories, or registers of other 
towns in Europe too. Any European citizen 
who is interested in the history of his or her 
house or street will surely find a way to dis-
cover its local history.

In January 2003, after researching the 
inhabitants of her relatives’ houses in Vien-
na’s second district, Barbara Kintaert looked 
up all the inhabitants of Servitengasse 6 
in the ninth district, where she lives. Then 
she compared the names of those tenants, 
who lived in the house in 1936 with those 
who lived in the same house in 1941. It was 
soon clear that half of the former inhabitants 
of 1936 had disappeared by 1941. Where 
had the families Abraham, Deutsch, Gold-
schmidt, Hertz, Hüscher, Krishaber, Reichs-
feld, Dr. Schick, Schubauer, Steiner, and Weil 
gone to? And watchmaker Lichtmann? Had 
they just moved to other places? Had they 
died of old age? Or had they disappeared 
because of the Second World War? Only one 
tenant was listed in 1936 with her first name: 
Mrs. Gisela Reichsfeld (usually only the first 

2 A few years ago, the Adressbuch Lehmann was 
also made accessible online via the Vienna City Library: 
http://www.wienbibliothek.at/english/index.html.

letter of the first name was listed, making re-
search more difficult).   

In April and May 2003, while working 
and researching at the Documentation Cen-
tre of Austrian Resistance in Vienna (DÖW), 
and still with the name of Gisela Reichsfeld 
in mind, Barbara Kintaert took a look at 
the Totenbuch Theresienstadt (Steinhauser 
1987). It was a shock finding the name of 
Gisela Reichsfeld among the list of deported 
persons from Vienna to Theresienstadt in this 
book. Now it was clear that Mrs. Gisela Re-
ichsfeld, née Goldberger, born in 1865, had 
been deported to Theresienstadt at the age 
of seventy-seven in 1942 and had died there 
from disease and hunger in 1943 (Terezin 
Database of Victims) and that a memorial 
plaque or at least a so-called Stolperstein 
[stumbling stone] would be appropriate to 
commemorate her sufferings. 

ILLUSTRATION 4. Gisela Reichsfeld, née 
Goldberger at age 53. © ÖNB-Bildarchiv.

This is how Gisela Reichsfeld looked in 1918 
(see Illustration 4). Her picture was waiting to 
be discovered at the Bildarchiv of the Austri-
an National Library.
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With the help of Barbara Kintaert’s 
neighbors, Alix Paulus, a psychoanalyst, and 
Ursula Lindenberg, an Agenda 21 member, 
but also with the help of Birgit Johler, Mi-
chael Landesmann, Alex Kubik, and many 
more, the Servitengasse initiative grew and 
started to work more systematically. Birgit 
Johler was hired to research all the other in-
habitants of the house Servitengasse 6, and 
twenty-six more victims were discovered. On 
September 20, 2005, the memorial plaque 
was unveiled for Mrs. Gisela Reichsfeld and 
for all the other Jewish tenants of this one 
apartment house. Half of the twenty-eight 
apartments and two of the five shops had 
belonged to Jewish families or individuals 
– twenty-seven people in total. They had all 
been expelled by the house owners, Mrs. 
Hermine Hartl and her son Dr. Hubert Hartl 
(who had become a member of the NSDAP) 
at the very beginning of the Nazi era in Aus-
tria. His descendants, who still own the house 
today, unfortunately did not agree with us 
that a memorial plaque should be put on the 
wall of the building. In the end, the plaque 
had to be erected on public ground, twenty 
centimeters away from the wall on the side-
walk – but this way the plaque is even more 
visible and the names of the twenty-seven 
victims can be read by every person pass-
ing by. In order to collect sufficient funding 
for the plaque, Dr. Almut Weiss organized a 
charity concert for us at the Jüdisches Mu-
seum on the Dorotheergasse 11 on March 
29, 2005, and we also received private and 
official donations. 

ILLUSTRATION 5. Memorial plaque, 
©BK 2005.

In the summer of 2004 Barbara Kin-
taert was able to contact one of the survivors, 
Paul Lichtman (born 1921), whose parents 
had once had a jewellery and watchmaking 
store in Servitengasse 6. He had been able 
to emigrate to the US at the end of 1938, 
while his parents had to flee to Shanghai, 
China. For Paul Lichtman and his son Barry 
it was a great pleasure and a very emotional 
experience to come to Vienna after so many 
decades and to be able to unveil the me-
morial plaque on September 20, 2005. They 
had contacted the Jewish Welcome Service 
of Vienna (JWS), which invites Holocaust sur-
vivors who the Nazis had forced out of Vi-
enna, in order to be able to visit Vienna. To 
Paul’s surprise, a life-size picture of his par-
ents’ store from 1937 was printed and glued 
onto the windows of the current shop. This 
life-size poster was later donated to the local 
district museum Bezirksmuseum Alsergrund. 
He donated many copies of documents, 
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photos, and letters from his parents before 
WWII to Barbara Kintaert, including Moritz 
Lichtmann’s diary about his horrifying expe-
riences of the November 1938 pogrom and 
his arrest and abuse by the Gestapo. 

ILLUSTRATION 6. Paul and Barry Lichtman 
next to Moritz and Mathilde Lichtmann. © 
BK 2005.

Later Kintaert also contacted another 
survivor, Charles Kurt, born in Vienna in 1926 
as Carl Heinz Goldschmidt. His (divorced) fa-
ther and grandmother had once lived in her 
apartment and they both had been deport-
ed and murdered. It was a very moving ex-
perience in 2006 to have Charles Kurt, who 
now lives in the US with his wife, visit and 
to hear from him how his life had been in 
Vienna before the Second World War. He 
donated copies of postcards and letters he 
received from his father, Paul Goldschmidt, 
to Barbara Kintaert.

Insights     
It should be noted that fifteen of twen-

ty-seven of the Jewish inhabitants of this sin-
gle address, Servitengasse 6, were forced 
by the Nazis to move to thirteen different 
addresses across Vienna into so-called Sam-
melwohnungen, or communal apartments, 
before they were sent to Sammellager, or 
collection camps. From there most of them 
were then deported to ghettos and concen-
tration camps. Mrs. Gisela Reichsfeld had to 
move three times before she was deported 
to Theresienstadt.
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ILLUSTRATION 7. Map of Vienna. © BK 2005.
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 Illustrations seven and eight por-
tray the persecution of Jewish residents of 
Servitengasse 6 by the Nazis. The same is 
true for the other houses of the street as well. 
Routes of forced expulsion cover – like spi-
der webs – the whole city and the whole con-
tinent and indeed almost the whole world. 

ILLUSTRATION 8. Map of Europe. © BK 
2005.

 Researching Mrs. Gisela Reichsfeld’s 
fate led to an interest in uncovering all the 
stories of the former Jewish inhabitants of the 
Servitengasse 6 building. After this research 
was finished, our non-profit-organization was 
founded in 2006, the current chairperson be-
ing Peter Koppe, and the decision was made 
to also start researching the history of the 
whole street, i.e., twenty-three more apart-
ment houses. A book on the research and 
history of the street was published by Birgit 
Johler and Maria Fritsche in 2007. Its English 
translation is now partly finished and we are 
looking for a publisher. 

 

Statistically speaking, Servitengasse 6 
and also the entire street are representative 
of the fate of the persecuted Austrian Jews 
in general. One third of its Jewish inhabit-
ants was deported and murdered; one third 
of them managed to flee into exile legally 
with visas, saving their lives but having to 
leave behind all their belongings; and one 
third of the inhabitants of Servitengasse were 
no longer traceable after the end of the war. 
There is evidence that some of them man-
aged to flee to neighboring countries across 
the so-called green borders illegally, but sev-
eral of them were arrested by the Nazis later 
and were also deported and murdered in the 
Holocaust. 

Of little less than 700 inhabitants from 
Servitengasse (which also had 111 shop-
keepers or small company owners, sixty-one 
of them being Jewish) more than 55%, that 
is, 377 persons, were of Jewish descent in 
early 1938 and eighty-five or more Jewish 
persons had to move from Servitengasse 
into the Sammelwohnungen, or communal 
apartments, previously mentioned. They 
all had “disappeared” without leaving any 
trace, and nobody had asked about their 
fates for so many decades. The keys to their 
apartments and shops had been taken away 
from them, their names had been substitut-
ed by anonymous numbers on deportation 
lists or had been forgotten after their emi-
gration. Not a single survivor ever returned 
to Servitengasse after the war. Our research 
initiative wanted to give them back their 
names so that they could symbolically return 
to their place among us.

In 2006-2007, a competition among 
the students of Vienna’s University of Ap-
plied Arts led to the memorial “Keys Against 
Forgetting”. A glass case placed into the 
ground at the intersection of Servitengasse 
and Grünentorgasse331displays 462 keys with 
nametags attached to them. The winning 
artist, Julia Schulz, wanted our Holocaust 
memorial to look like an archaeological ex-
cavation. The old keys themselves were do-
nated by and collected from old persons 
3 For another story about the Grünentorgasse near 
Servitengasse, see Henry Gleisner’s autobiography (2000). 
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from the neighborhood, some of the keys 
are 120 years old. Private and official funding 
and donations as well as financial and bu-
reaucratic support from the Green Party and 
the Social Democratic Party of Vienna’s ninth 
district made the memorial and its unveiling 
ceremony possible. 

The memorial was unveiled on April 8, 
2008 by four survivors, invited again by the 
JWS: Charles Kurt, Lilly Blau Capek, Felice 
Bruckner Schrager, and Walter B. Feiden. 
They all came from the US to Vienna. 

ILLUSTRATION 9 and 10. Servitengasse me-
morial “Keys Against Forgetting”. 
© BK 2008-2014.

Significance for the Future of Holocaust 
Memorialization
 The Servitengasse 1938 group is cur-
rently continuing with its research, trying to 
find out more about the Jewish organiza-
tions, religious or laic, that once were spread 
across Vienna’s ninth district. Barbara Sauer, 
Katharina Kober, Ulrike Tauss, and Joanna 

White are working on this research togeth-
er with Birgit Johler, and they are planning 
another publication in the future. They have 
also started giving evening courses in March 
2009 at the local adult education college, 
Volkshochschule Galileigasse, on how to re-
search the history of one’s own apartment 
building, and they put a manual called “Re-
cherche-Leitfaden” on our website (http://
www.servitengasse1938.at) that can be 
downloaded. In 2009 another local educa-
tion college, Volkshochschule Hofwiesen-
gasse, invited us to write a paper in their 
magazine Spurensuche. 
 In 2014, the series Contemporary 
Austrian Studies published by the Universi-
ty of New Orleans and by the University of 
Innsbruck, invited our organization to write 
about our Servitengasse 1938 project (see 
Johler et al. 2014). In this essay, Birgit Johler, 
Katharina Kober, Barbara Sauer, Ulrike Tauss, 
and Joanna White discuss the theoretical 
context and academic framework that grew 
and slowly developed parallel to our find-
ings in the archives. The authors highlight as-
pects of civic participation, networking, and 
learning-by-doing that the research team 
acquired – and is still acquiring. The sense 
of social responsibility developed in projects 
such as these can strengthen democracy and 
help reduce indifference and disregard to-
wards injustice, whether past or present. The 
submission mentions, among other things, 
that Claude Lanzmann briefly visited the Ser-
vitengasse memorial “Keys Against Forget-
ting” in his film about Benjamin Murmelstein 
Der letzte der Ungerechten (Le dernier des 
injustes) in 2013.
 In June 2014 Barbara Kintaert present-
ed the project Servitengasse 1938 at the 
Central European University conference “On 
the Future of Holocaust Memorialization”. 
On October 18, 2014, Barbara Kintaert was 
invited to Karen Frostig’s “The Vienna Pro-
ject” closing event to read from the letters 
of Paul Goldschmidt and from the diary of 
Moritz Lichtmann at the Austrian National Li-
brary. 
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The success of this project shows that 
anyone who is curious, passionate, and de-
termined can initiate grassroots investiga-
tions into their local history, without being 
driven by or laden with academic or insti-
tutional authority. The true insights into the 
relationship between history and the pres-
ent unfailingly come from “digging where 
you stand” and not being afraid to get your 
hands dirty. The Servitengasse 1938 memo-
rialization group continues to meet regular-
ly, nearly every other month, and writes a 
protocol about it every time, and the group 
continues to come up with new ideas about 
what to research next. We hope that we will 
inspire similar projects and that others will 
start doing the same type of research in their 
own neighborhoods.

The most rewarding moments are 
those when survivors or their descendants 
tell you their personal stories. These stories 
need to come back to the place where they 
happened or began, and they need to be 
known there.  
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Appendix

Newspaper articles about Servitengasse 1938 
Der Standard. 2005-06-22. “Die Haus-Historiker der Servitengasse. Eine Gruppe von Wie-

nern wollte einfach nur wissen, was kurz nach 1938 in ihrem Haus geschehen ist.” 
Wiener Zeitung. 2006-10-14, p. 18. “Kinoprogramm De FRANCE, So. 13:45 ‘Unter dem 

Alsergrund – Servitengasse 1938.’” 
Der Standard. 2007-04-26, p. 9. Karin Krichmayr, “Schlüssel der Erinnerung. Kunststudenten 

entwickelten Gedenksymbol für den Servitenplatz.” 
Der Standard. 2007-09-20, p.12. “Watchlist : Film (open air) Kirchplatz Servitengasse 1938 

‘Unter dem Alsergrund.’” 
Kurier. 2007-09-20, p. 33. Susanne Lintl : “Unter dem Alsergrund. Schöne Wohnungen, un-

schöne Geschichte.”
Der Standard. 2007-11-13, p. 13. “TOP KINO: Unter dem Alsergrund – Servitengasse 938 

(Ö 2006, R: Tobias Dörr, Henri Steinmetz) Z: 19:30.
Kurier. 2007-12-07, p.18. “Buchtipp: ‘1938: Adresse Servitengasse.’”
Der Standard. 2007-12-27, p. 31. Maria Fritsche: “Wider die Monopolisierung des Geden-

kens.” 
Der Standard. 2008-03-22, p. 12. Marijana Miljkovic: “Kampf gegen das Vergessen – und 

das Glückspiel. Am Alsergrund steigen nicht nur die Wohnungspreise, sondern auch 
das soziale Bewusstsein.”

Kurier. 2008-04-08, p.10. “Schlüssel gegen das Holocaust-Vergessen.”
The Jewish Chronicle. 2008-04-25. Michal Levertov: “Vienna’s Street of Memories. Letter 

from Vienna.”
Der Standard. 2009-05-27, p. 14. Karin Krichmayr: “Geistiger Guerillakrieg gegen Ras-

sismus.”
Der Standard. 2010-06-16, p.8. “Ausstellung und Poster in 9 Geschäften.”
Presse. 2010-07-23, p. 11. “Elf persönliche Gesichter des Holocausts. Eine Ausstellung 

zeigte die Schicksale von Bewohnern der Wiener Servitengasse. Alsergrunder Galerie 
Fortuna, Berggasse 21.”

Weekly or Magazine articles about Servitengasse 1938
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20, No 3, September 2006, p. 17. “Servitengasse 1938. The Fate of Those Who Disap-
peared. A Memorial Project by the Citizens of Vienna’s 9th District.” 

L’Arche. no. 583. November 2006, p. 65. Jérôme Segal. “Les fantômes de Vienne. Les hab-
itants d’une rue de la capitale autrichienne cherchent à faire revivre son passé juif.” 

NU. no. 3/2007, p.30. Peter Menasse: “Dem Alsergrunde nach.”
Falter. 2007-09-12, p. 64. Maya Mckechneay: “Deine Geschichte, meine Geschichte.” 
Die Gemeinde. March 2008. Birgit Johler: “2008 Adresse: Servitengasse.” 
DAVID. Vol. 20, no. 78, summer 2008. Ursula Stern: “Ein Projekt der Tiefe und der Nachhal-

tigkeit: ‘Servitengasse 1938.’” 
Association of Jewish Refugees Journal. no. 7/2013. Joanna White: “‘Servitengasse 1938.’ 

Remembering the Holocaust in a Vienna Street.” 
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memory Walk: history 
tHroUgH MonUMents
borbála klacsmann
Anne Frank House

Budapest, Hungary

he Anne Frank House opened its 
gate to visitors on May 3, 1960, and soon 
became one of the most famous museums 
of the Netherlands, with around a million 
visitors annually (Anne Frank House 2014). 
However, it does not merely function as a 
museum. Otto Frank (father of Anne) be-
lieved that youth should have the oppor-
tunity for dialogue and cultural exchange 
in order to contribute towards a better fu-
ture. With this idea in mind the Anne Frank 
House opened its International Youth Cen-
tre in 1961, and since then it has helped the 
Anne Frank House in preventing the spread 
of anti-Semitism, racism, discrimination, 
and prejudice by introducing youth to top-
ics such as human rights, multiculturalism, 
and social diversity (Metselaar 1999).

The aim of this paper is to present one 
of the educational programs of the Anne 
Frank House to the wider public in order to 
call their attention to its methodology and 
how it can be adapted to a certain national 
context. By providing a theoretical as well 
as a methodological description, the reader 
will gain an insight into a good practice that 
might be useful for future Holocaust-related 
teaching methodologies.

Memory Walk is an “innovative ed-
ucational film workshop encouraging criti-
cal reflection on remembrance” (Boerhout 
2013, 1) and was developed by Laura Bo-
erhout, Barry van Driel, and Aaron Peterer, 
employees of the Anne Frank House. The 
original idea was to make the participants 
of the Youth in Action program held at the 
Anne Frank House familiar with the history 
of Amsterdam through its monuments. 

The success of this event led to the 
first “Monument Walk” in Berlin where the 
participants made short films about local 
monuments, which were then displayed at 
the opening of a new Anne Frank exhibition 
in 2012. Following the success of the first 
“Monument Walk”, further workshops were 
developed and Memory Walk became part 
of the curriculum of the Anne Frank House 
(Boerhout and Driel 2013).

The main objective of the workshop 
is to familiarize the participants with monu-
ments in their own environment, while focus-
ing on the relevance of these monuments 
for contemporary society and the concept 
of memorialization, i.e., the process of pre-
serving memories of certain historical events 
and personalities. Memory Walk focuses 
mainly on contested histories in the twenti-
eth century by investigating the messages, 
symbolism, and significance of certain con-
temporary monuments. The participants are 
asked to choose a selection of monuments, 
research these monuments, film interviews 
with ordinary citizens who pass by the mon-
uments, and eventually use those interviews 
to make short films that combine an intro-
duction to each monument’s historical back-
ground from the interviewees’ perspective.

The workshop draws attention to dis-
crimination and inequalities in the memori-
alization process by providing insights into 
historical narratives, representations of the 
past, and the many, sometimes opposing, 
interpretations of the monuments’ mean-
ing and the messages they are supposed 
to convey. The students are inspired to be-
come active citizens as they inevitably end 
up confronting hidden histories, i.e., those 
people or groups who are rendered silent 
through omission from official narratives. 
Students eventually recognize that the me-
morialization process is closely connected 
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to power relations and individual interests. 
In confronting these issues, participants are 
urged to accept the responsibility to ensure 
an open and inclusive representation of the 
past, as well as the specific roles they might 
play in the memorialization process (Boer-
hout 2013). They are urged to find their own 
interpretations, and through exposure to 
other narratives they learn to engage and to 
embrace the diversity of perspectives in their 
communities.

In addition to gaining the theoretical 
framework, workshop participants learn the 
rudiments of conducting historical research, 
formulating logical arguments, as well as 
filming and editing – concrete skills that they 
can profitably apply in other areas of study or 
professional careers. Throughout the filming, 
a cooperative atmosphere is encouraged to 
facilitate teamwork and discussion in small 
groups.

Memory Walk operates with the rel-
atively new method of employing authentic 
scenes and combining them with the usage 
of digital media. Visiting authentic loca-
tions (such as former concentration camps, 
memorial sites, monuments, and museums) 
has become an integral part of Holocaust 
education, together with the enactment of 
Holocaust remembrance days in many coun-
tries (IHRA 2014). Since then, complex edu-
cational guidelines have been developed by 
the International Holocaust Remembrance 
Alliance and by other international organiza-
tions whose missions involve Holocaust and/
or human rights education – such as the Or-
ganization for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe and the United Nations (IHRA 2014). 

Memory-focused education is large-
ly a consequence of Pierre Nora’s ground-
breaking work, Les lieux de mémoire (Realms 
of Memory, 1996). The core of Nora’s ideas 
concerning lieux de mémoire – namely that 
the sites of memory represent continuity 
and a certain narrative of history – is com-
plemented by the reality that these sites are 
constantly interacting with memory (Nora 
1996). Since constructed monuments have 
a symbolic meaning that must first be deci-

phered, the comprehension of events that 
are commemorated by the monument be-
comes more difficult (Snowman 2005). At the 
same time, the symbolic meaning of these 
monuments is subject to multiple narratives. 
Therefore, monuments have the capacity to 
change the interpretation of a certain histor-
ical event as well as to generate new inter-
pretations, both of which ironically stand in 
contrast to their objective to stop time (Nora 
1996).

Collective memory not only shapes 
the form and interpretation of a memorial 
space, but also the approach and personal 
memories of the members of the communi-
ty that erected the monument or memorial. 
Even though monuments represent memo-
ries carved in stone, these memories are al-
ways complex and contested due to the di-
versity of their interpretations. This complex 
nature makes memorials extremely appropri-
ate for educational purposes. 

The Case Being Described
 In June 2014 the first Hungarian Mem-
ory Walk workshop was organized by three 
Hungarian project coordinators of the Anne 
Frank House in Budapest: Fanni Hédi, Ildikó 
Laszák, and Borbála Klacsmann. This work-
shop largely followed the pattern of the orig-
inal concept, according to which a Memory 
Walk consists of one day spent on the theme 
of memorialization, one day spent touring 
relevant monuments, and two days spent on 
filming, editing, and discussion (Boerhout 
2013). The fundamental structure of a Mem-
ory Walk remains the same and educators 
may apply this structure to the relevant na-
tional context. 

Given the particular Hungarian situa-
tion, the main aim of the Hungarian Memory 
Walk was to address the controversial inter-
pretations of historical events committed in 
the previous century. The collapse of com-
munism revived the debate about turning 
points of twentieth-century Hungarian histo-
ry, such as the Treaty of Trianon, the world 
wars, the Holocaust, and so forth. Historians, 
politicians, artists, and other public figures 
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greatly influence public understanding of 
these events. For instance, radical right-wing 
politicians relativize the Holocaust in their 
public talks, and some outright deny it. It is 
therefore essential for young people to be 
able to find their way amongst the numer-
ous viewpoints, and to be able to reflect and 
form their own opinion.

The originality of Memory Walk lies in 
its teaching methodology that involves ex-
posure to monuments, the use of digital me-
dia, and a “learning by doing” attitude, the 
combination of which constitutes the peda-
gogical method of the Anne Frank House. 
Consequently, Memory Walk places unique 
demands on both educators and students, 
both of whom are actively involved in the 
transferring of knowledge and the empow-
erment of youth.

The eleven students who participated 
in the Hungarian Memory Walk were se-
lected on the basis of a preliminary assign-
ment consisting of a short essay about their 
favorite monument and its role in everyday 
life. The essays were then later used as a 
basis for reflection, inspiring the students to 
think further about their chosen memorials.

The theoretical-historical background 
of the topic was provided by Andrea Pető 
(Central European University); she spoke 
about memorialization, collective memo-
ry, and representation. During this lecture 
the most important theories, concepts, and 
expressions of memorialization were intro-
duced and the participants had to analyze 
their chosen monuments. Comprehension 
of the historical background was enriched 
through source analysis. By working with 
newspaper articles, official documents, dia-
ries, recollections, and newsreels, insight in 
the Holocaust remained multifaceted. These 
educational units introduced students to the 
reality that every historical event may be 
analyzed through the multiple perspectives 
of different groups in possession of compet-
ing memories (Eckmann 2010). Gwen Jones 
also spoke of the Open Society Archive 
(OSA) that initiated the “Yellow Star Houses” 
project, providing the students with further 

historical background.
Finally, the students learned how to 

“read” monuments. By working to decipher 
the symbolic meaning of monuments from 
all around the world, students learned how 
to reflect on the representation of the past 
and to discover the history that individu-
al monuments commemorate. The analysis 
also included questions on the building of 
the monument, its function, and reception. 
Students developed the ability to critically 
think about how a monument is used or not 
used, and which narratives are espoused or 
silenced, and they later applied these skills 
to their individual film projects.

Before filming began, students were 
asked to design a monument, a task through 
which they came to understand not only the 
difficulty in constructing complex symbols, 
but also the responsibility of the sculptor 
in the memorialization process (Boerhout, 
Kreyderman, and Voitenko 2014).

The program also included “monument 
tours” in Budapest, where students paid a 
visit to sculptures, memorials, and signifi-
cant sites in the Jewish quarter. During the 
interactive tours, educators would challenge 
the participants with questions about history, 
building on previously acquired knowledge 
and urging them to reflect on the signifi-
cance, function, and meaning of these sites 
(Boerhout 2013).

Insights
Teaching about monuments raises 

many specific questions: On what basis does 
the educator choose the memorial site? What 
kind of commentary or context is provided, 
since authentic sites do not always speak for 
themselves? What are the limits of interpre-
tation? How do we deal with the preconcep-
tions of the students (Heyl 2014)? And how 
do we address the topic of memorialization 
– and the afterlife of the monument? Each 
of these questions emerged during the plan-
ning of the workshop and helped to define 
the focus and structure of the Memory Walk.

The short films shot by the students 
were modeled on the two-part structure 
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of other Memory Walk films: the first part 
consists of the historical background of 
the given monument, and the second part 
consists of excerpts from interviews made 
with ordinary people expressing their per-
sonal opinions on the monument. In or-
der to compile such films, the participants 
conducted further research on their chosen 
monuments and carefully determined which 
questions to ask during the interviews. They 
also acquired filming and interviewing skills 
through “learning by doing”, that is to say 
by going out on the street and interacting 
with people. Students were surprised when, 
due to the chosen topics, many interviewees 
did not allow their face or name to appear in 
the film, and some people did not want to 
talk at all.

Significance for the Future of Holocaust Me-
morialization
 The Hungarian Memory Walk is one 
of a series of Memory Walk workshops or-
ganized in other countries (Germany, Italy, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, etc.). The workshop is 
a unique experience for its participants who, 
by using digital media tools, are able to 
present the stories behind the monuments, 
resulting in an increased awareness of the 
responsibility of the individual in the me-
morialization process. The students had the 
chance to discuss historical questions, form 
their own opinions, conduct research, and 
think about issues such as why and what to 
remember, the role of monuments, and how 
to face alternative narratives about the past. 
An appropriate follow-up to this project is 
bringing the videos to schools, discussing 
them, and encouraging younger genera-
tions to reflect critically on these topics.
 The Memory Walk films are made ac-
cording to a common structure. Since most 
of them are about monuments connected to 
modern history, with a few choosing to fo-
cus on the Holocaust, they are a good basis 
for comparison between how certain com-
munities commemorate their victims and the 
contemporary reception of these memorials. 
The films reflect the viewpoint of the student 

groups who made them and the history and in-
terpretation of the monuments, both of which 
can then in turn be used again as a source for 
future workshops. Memory Walk videos are also 
published on YouTube, therefore they are avail-
able to the wider public and can be accessed in 
many educational settings.
 Memory Walk differs from regular class-
room-based Holocaust education, as students 
are encouraged to reflect on the legacy of war 
and conflict in the face of the physical presence 
of monuments. The films themselves provide 
multiple perspectives on memorialization by 
focusing on the individual roles of monuments 
in our society and showcasing the public’s un-
derstanding of memorials in their own commu-
nities.
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gabor Kalman
Award-winning documentary filmmaker 
Art Center College of Design 

Pasadena, California, USA

“The purpose of memory is not simply to pre-
serve the past, but to protect the future.”

President Barack Obama

ilm is certainly one of the most im-
portant media of memorialization, and inter-
views are the backbone of most documen-
tary films. When I talk about interviewing in 
my classes, my students often say: “Oh, no 
big deal, I was the editor of my high school 
newspaper” or “I worked for my College 
Radio station and I interviewed dozens of 
people.” But interviewing for a documen-
tary film is something entirely different and 
interviewing Holocaust survivors is a sepa-
rate category altogether. It requires a very 
special approach. For my current film, There 
Was Once… (2011), I interviewed a variety 
of survivors, each telling me his or her very 
unique stories.

Not all survivors are equally willing 
to talk about their often horrific experiences 
and it is a great dilemma for a filmmaker to 
decide how persistent he or she should be 
to convince someone to talk, or whether it is 
better to be totally respectful and walk away 
from a potentially important story. Since most 
of my interview subjects were more or less 
my age, it gave me some kind of advantage, 
but I often ran into people who automatical-
ly declined at first asking. One time I became 
a bit more persuasive with a possible sub-
ject, trying to convince her that my goal was 
not to pry into her life just for my film’s sake, 
but rather to emphasize that her story has 
important historical significance and should 
be passed on to future generations. She was 

still resistant. Yet when I told her that I was a 
survivor myself, she finally agreed to the in-
terview. As she gradually felt more and more 
comfortable and secure, we ended up with a 
two-hour interview. She told me things, she 
said, that she had never discussed with any-
one before. At the end she smiled, put her 
hand on my shoulder, thanked me for being 
persistent and said: “You never said: ‘Oh it 
must have been awful.’” Indeed I did not, 
because I know it was. I had been there too.

Also, I never ask, “How did you feel?” 
I already know that. If people feel comforta-
ble sitting across from another survivor, they 
often proceed to talk without any further 
questions or prompts. At times they may 
break down and you need to proceed del-
icately with not only what you want to ask, 
but also how you ask the next question.

“History is something we choose to remember”
Source Unknown

 Indeed, interviewing Holocaust sur-
vivors one must always keep in mind that 
whatever they say, that is their memory; 
thus it is their history and their truth regard-
less of its accuracy. Often I sit across from 
the interview subject and, as they talk, the 
dates they recall, the places they seem to 
remember, the chain of events they are re-
lating are often different from what I know 
or what I have learned from my research. 
Yet I never ever question their authenticity, 
never question their memory, because this 
is what they have been living with, and it is 
something that is especially theirs and often 
theirs alone.
 One of the most devastating events 
that people describe in my film is the march 
of the nearly 600 Jews of Kalocsa, from the 
ghetto to the local railroad station. It was 
a very humiliating experience marching 

FIlMIng tHe PAst For tHe 
Present
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through the streets of the city while the in-
habitants lined up on the sidewalk watch-
ing. They were their neighbors, their friends, 
their employers or employees with their 
families, carrying their precious belongings, 
accompanied by the local gendarmes.

Film Clip (2:27 minutes)1321

Dr. Marianna Heller and Gyöngyi Magó at 
Dr. Heller’s home (Budapest)
Marianna: The memorable eviction to the 
Ghetto. From there they marched us, I be-
lieve late at night to the railroad station. 
There was, I think a policeman, who told my 
mother that he’d hide me. But my mother 
would not let me. I remember dark, and 
that the procession was watched by the lo-
cals standing on both side of the street.
Gyöngyi: What did a six-year-old girl make 
out of this? Where was everyone going?
Marianna: Nothing, I think, nothing.
Gyöngyi: I am going with my mother. We 
are going somewhere. What did she tell you 
where you are going?
Marianna: She did not say anything… 
(breaks down crying)
Gyöngyi: Forgive me.
Eva Gregory (Great Neck NY)
Eva: I thought some of them felt sorry for 
us. Some of them I thought they were … 
they were almost crying … I watched them 
… But some were … happy to see us … fi-
nally getting rid of us.
Gyöngyi in front of her computer screen, in 
Kalocsa, reading
Gyöngyi: I’ll read an excerpt. “It was about 
7:30 in the morning when the five hundred 
or so residents filed out on the street. The 
Gendarmes arranged us in rows of eight. 
Exactly at eight o’clock the order sound-
ed and the march began. The heat of the 
late spring day became intense. I began to 
sweat in my horse blanket suit. On my face, 
beads of sweat mixed with the dust of To-
mori Street.”
Shots of the abandoned railroad station. 
Music. 
1 For more information on the film There Was 
Once..., please see http://www.therewasoncefilm.com.

Some remembered it as eight o’clock in the 
morning, others the dark of early evening. 
As a filmmaker I do not feel obligated to 
check records for historical accuracy; I simply 
recorded their memories. 

As a filmmaker I also try to stay away 
from the “show me what you are talking 
about. Tell me what I see” approach. Film-
makers have many resources at their dispos-
al to convey memories as authentically as 
possible, without being limited to showing 
a series of talking heads. And this is often 
a problem with many recordings of archival 
interviews and their use in films. When using 
other imagery, music, art, animation, words, 
sound effects, or unique editing techniques 
one must always try to convey the memory 
of the person speaking and not the filmmak-
er’s own interpretation of it. In this way, these 
personal memories of some unimaginable 
events in the past can reach out to people 
of all ages, nationalities, languages, and per-
suasions and communicate something that a 
neatly recorded interview filed away in some 
inaccessible archive cannot.

Of course there are exceptions. Re-
member Eva’s face as she describes herself 
observing the people on the sidewalk as 
they watched the Jews being herded to the 
train station; her face is so expressive. No 
filmmaker should ever meddle with that. Yet 
no face is needed for the following scene.

Film Clip (1:55 minutes)

Tom Kertesz (Monterey, California)
Voice over. Scenes of the snow covered Jew-
ish Cemetery and the Holocaust Memorial 
Tablets in Kalocsa: More was lost than just 
lives. My maternal grandfather is buried in 
Kalocsa… My paternal grandfather is buried 
in Budapest… My mother is buried in Mon-
tevideo, Uruguay… My paternal grandmoth-
er is buried in New York… I’ll probably be 
buried in Monterey, California and the oth-
ers just spread across the globe! And I feel 
almost as bad about that as I feel about the 
death of my father who was buried in a mass 
grave in Russia.
This total dissolution of family ties is another 
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devastation that was brought about by the Holo-
caust. It was not meant to be that way. We lived 
there for several generations in Kalocsa. We were 
supposed to be living and dying there.
Close up shots of the Memorial Tablets. 
Music. Fade out.
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