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This volume explores the relationship between political change 
and collective memory about traumatic historical events since 

1989. Departing from an interdisciplinary theoretical perspective 
that bridges the divide between the humanities and social sciences, 
four empirical chapters provide in-depth analyses of the profound 
effect the changes that began with the fall of the socialist system in 
Eastern Europe have had on the way in which traumatic memories 
of the past have been dealt with during the last three decades. By 
exploring case studies from Poland, Croatia, the United Kingdom 
and Chile, the contributions show how traumatic collective mem-
ories have been used in state-sponsored memory production, for 
the purpose of national mobilisation and as a means by which to 
mobilise social movements. While focusing on different perspec-
tives across time and space, the case studies thus highlight the con-
nection between collective memory, identity and calls for justice on 
both societal and group levels.
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Introduction
Tomislav Dulić

Thirty years have passed since the dismantling of the socialist system in 
Eastern Europe. While most of the former socialist societies have under-
gone the political and economic transitions to liberal democracy and mar-
ket economy, some hopes expressed in Francis Fukuyama’s predictions 
about an “end of history” have not materialised. Apart from the return 
of great power politics to the international scene, the governments and 
societies have proven unable to tackle the many challenges that liberalism 
and a free market pose for societies and cultures in transition. Among the 
most important are those related to state- and nation-building. This is 
not surprising, considering that many of the countries in Eastern Europe 
became established as sovereign states around the First World War and 
found themselves under foreign dominance after the Second World War. 
As a result, the state-building process that began in the 1920s became “fro-
zen” in time during the socialist period. We can therefore consider the 
transitions of the 1990s not only as the result of a systemic change in terms 
of how the political and economic system became organised; many citi-
zens view 1989 primarily as the year sparking national liberation.

The end of the Cold War, the dissolution of the Soviet Union and 
the ensuing emphasis on the liberal paradigm in international relations 
also had a profound effect on Great Power politics. Following the global 
détente, the Great Powers began dismantling their support for authori-
tarian regimes. As a result, the 1990s also saw the fall of several right-
wing dictatorships, not least in Central and South America and parts of 
South-East Asia. In the last fifteen years, the ripple effects of 1989 have 
furthermore begun to “come home” to the West European hemisphere. 
The rise of right-wing populism as a reaction to globalisation, on the one 
hand, and calls for a “coming to terms” with the vestiges of colonialism, 
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on the other, have unearthed identity conflicts in the core EU states and 
societies that owe much of their development to colonialism. The con-
flict has not run its course, but it affects perceptions of the past in ways 
that force elites, intellectuals and the general population in many states to 
reconsider their history and its relationship to tradition in light of social 
movements such as Black Lives Matter.

The Contributions
This volume seeks to trace the effects of the political change in 1989 on col-
lective memory in Poland, Croatia, the United Kingdom and Chile from an 
interdisciplinary perspective that bridges the divide between the humani-
ties and social sciences. The central theme concerns historical trauma and 
how it is dealt with in different contexts after the major transitions that 
followed upon the changes in 1989. It furthermore combines insights from 
the field of memory studies with some key assumptions in theories about 
transitional justice. While having different foci, the fields share certain 
assumptions relating to the inter-relationship between trauma, historical 
truth and the sense of (in)justice that are dealt with both theoretically and 
empirically.

The contributions have all been written by scholars who are or have 
recently been part of the research staff at the Hugo Valentin Centre, 
an inter-disciplinary research unit based at the Department of History, 
Uppsala University. In the first chapter, Tomislav Dulić and Roland Kostić 
provide a theoretical overview that seeks to connect the field of memory 
studies with research on transitional justice. While memory studies focus 
on academic knowledge production, media discourses, memorials and 
commemorative practices, the field of transitional justice is more con-
cerned with how a common narrative of the past can be used for the 
purpose of facilitating reconciliation and post-conflict state-building. 
By combining Jörn Rüsen’s theory on the relationship between politi-
cal change, identity and collective memory with Aleida Assmann’s work 
on trauma and Michael Rothberg’s notion of “multidirectionality”, the 
authors explore how the field can contribute to a deeper understanding 
of the role of memory in transitional societies. This is important not least 
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because scholars have begun to acknowledge that previous theories have 
placed too much emphasis on the impact of institution-building and for-
mal legal procedure in the peace process, while largely ignoring the fact 
that how the past is perceived will also affect the way in which one views 
the present. 

Following the theoretical and comparative overview, the first empir-
ical chapter by Sylwia Szymańska-Smolkin deals with the ongoing 
debates in Poland regarding the sociologist Jan Gross and his work on the 
Holocaust. In the early 2000s, Gross became a household name among 
many Polish historians after having published two books that shed 
light on Polish complicity in the Holocaust and post-war persecution 
of Jews. He thus questioned the widely held and politically supported 
view of Poles as belonging exlusively to a “victim nation”. Szymańska-
Smolkin’s contribution is, furthermore, illustrative of the argument that 
many view the post-1989 transitions as “national liberations” of sorts. 
This is illustrated by the fact that Gross’s findings were largely accepted 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s, a period when Poland was busy with its 
“Euro-Atlantic integration process”, which also meant one had to accept 
a set of “basic European values” that included commemorations of the 
Holocaust. After becoming a fully-fledged member of EU in 2004 and 
following the growth of the “Law and Justice” (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość, 
PiS) party, a turn to conser vative and nationalist policies ensued that 
sought to re-establish the notion of Poles as exclusively a “victim nation”. 
The new round of political change also brought about a re-evaluation of 
Gross’s work, which is difficult to reconcile with the state-sponsored nar-
rative about the Second World War. 

In another analysis of the situation in a post-socialist society, Goran 
Miljan turns to an exploration of collective memory about Jasenovac and 
Bleiburg, two lieux de mémoire connected to Second World War history 
and the fascist Ustaša regime in the wartime Independent State of Croatia 
(Nezavisna Država Hrvatska, NDH). While the case of Croatia is similar 
to Poland in the sense that actors seek to portray the national “in-group” 
as a “victim nation”, conservative-leaning academic and popular knowl-
edge-production in Croatia also has to grapple with two additional 
issues. One is that the NDH and the Ustašas sided with Nazi Germany 
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and fasc ist Italy in the Second World War and so to speak were “on the 
wrong side of history”. The other problem is that the narration about the 
past became complex because of the war of the 1990s and a post-con-
flict transi tion that conflated notions of collective memory with intense 
state- and nation-building and justice. Because of the problematic rela-
tion to the wartime fascist states, revisionists in Croatia—as Miljan shows 
some of them having been deeply involved also during the war—sought 
instead to “universalise” genocide generally and the Holocaust in particu-
lar. By referring to the atrocious behaviour of “the Other”, political actors 
and academics have tried to spread the blame evenly among fascists, com-
munists and nationalists, thus reducing the culpability of the Ustašas for 
their participation in the Holocaust.

The ensuing contributions deal with historical memory about trauma 
unrelated to the Second World War. The first is written by Michelle 
Gordon, whose timely piece about Horatio Kitchener and his involve-
ment in atrocious colonial warfare came about against the backdrop of an 
increasing polarisation concerning colonialism. By analysing collective 
memory production relating to Kitchener in the UK, she asks whether 
the changes that brought about a more critical reassessment of coloni-
alism will in fact lead to a complete reappraisal or not. Gordon’s con-
tribution can also be seen as a comment—albeit purely accidental—to 
the ongoing debates regarding the heritage of colonialism in the form of 
lingering racism. The activities of Black Lives Matter and other move-
ments, which sometimes seek to erase the traces of the colonial past by 
forceful means, are an obvious case in point. But is the toppling of sta-
tues a “natural” process that should ensue in Western Europe thirty years 
after the removal of Marx, Engels and Lenin from the continent’s eastern 
half? Or should one apply an approach that is capable of problematis-
ing colonialism without necessarily  removing its manifestations in the 
form of public memorials. Gordon’s chapter touches upon this very issue, 
although without providing a definitive answer. It, moreover, might serve 
as an interesting commentary regarding what societies can memorialise 
and what they cannot. More specifically, the mass murders of captured 
“insurgents” and civilians that Kitchener’s troops engaged in highlights 
the “coming home” of the commemoration of mass violence. It began 
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with Swedish Prime Minister Göran Persson’s “Stockholm Initiative” to 
commemorate the Holocaust, followed by campaigns in Sweden and 
elsewhere to address atrocities and terror by communist regimes. The 
calls for commemoration of the atrocious behaviour and exploitation car-
ried out by colonial regimes and settler societies might be a logical third 
step of coming to terms with historical trauma.

In the last contribution, peace researcher Holly Guthrey turns to an 
analysis of funas in Chile; grass-root level “outings” of former torturers 
and other collaborators of the Pinochet regime. This form of activism has 
its roots in the widespread belief that the post-Pinochet period has seen 
no tangible process of transitional justice in light of traumatic memories, 
which force parts of the population to take the matter of acknowledge-
ment of crimes into their own hands. Guthrey’s chapter differs from the 
rest not only because of her point of departure being that of a social 
scien tist. While the other contributions deal with “collected memory” in 
the form of published materials and memorials, she brings the discussion 
down to the every-day experience by some of those Chileans who have 
participated in the spreading of a “vernacular” memory of the Pinochet 
era. By the help of semi-structured interviews with participants in funas, 
she sheds light on how members of the affected communities may seek 
justice for themselves. Impunity indeed seems to be a crucial point that 
unites the Chilean movement with those engaging with the negative 
heritage of colonialism; while those taking part in funas do so out of a 
frustration with the legal system, participants in the Black Lives Matter 
movement also seem to react against a perceived impunity considered 
having deep-seated historical roots. In both cases, people organise out-
side the framework of retributive justice to bring their complaints to the 
political arena. 

Trauma, Memory and Justice
While the case studies deal with trauma in different contexts, certain 
themes reappear and display an interconnectedness across time and space. 
In all four we see how perceptions of justice marry with ideas about histori-
cal truth, memory and the need to help individuals overcome historical 
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collective trauma. Whether research, the judicial system or social activism 
can achieve just that, or whether the passing of time is the only way to 
overcome traumatic historical memories, remains to be seen. Meanwhile, 
it is clear that narratives about historical trauma will continue to pro-
vide a means by which to mobilise populations. And here we find one 
of the most important functions the type of memory discussed in this 
volume can have, namely of identity and sense-making. For parts of the 
British population, colonialism remains a positively evaluated historical 
era, a period when Britannia ruled the waves and being British meant 
being at the epicentre of the world. Even though one does not deny the 
negative impact of colonialism, one wishes the images and recollections 
of brutalised “natives” to go away as “aberrations” that the heroes of the 
time, such as Kitchener and Churchill, did not support, or which oth-
erwise were “unfortunate”. The reason for denial in such cases is prob-
ably to be found in an effort  to maintain a positive self-image, which 
is logically understandable. In Chile, “vernacular” memories of the past 
become weaponised in a way that seeks to provide not only some form 
of justice, but also meaning for the suffering inflicted upon many during 
the Pinochet era. In the cases of Poland and Croatia, we instead see how 
one looks to historical trauma as a means by which to provide both iden-
tity and a meaning for suffering. And here one can even find a quasi-re-
ligious symbolicism, where the historical suffering and trauma occasion-
ally becomes turned into a Golgatha leading to the national resurrection 
of 1989. Suffering and trauma thus transforms from something that “just 
happened” into a reality that transcends the individuals in society, turning 
it into a part of a larger and meaningful narrative. Perceptions of victimi-
sation and calls for justice thus also turn into important tools for action 
at a time when victims have taken over the role of heroes as the historical 
symbols that legitimise calls for legal or moral justice.
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Collective Memory in Transition
Bridging the Divide Between the 
Humanities and Social Sciences 

Tomislav Dulić & Roland Kostić

As Jörn Rüsen points out in his work on the relationship between iden-
tity, political change and historiography, much of the collective mem-
ory that makes up a growing object of research has its roots in efforts 
to deal with the effects of suffering and collective trauma.1 This is not 
surprising, considering that trauma, whether caused by war, persecu-
tion or even genocide, shapes much of the personal and collective expe-
rience that informs our understanding of the world. Occasionally, it 
can become instrumental in the process of state- and nation-building, 
such as in Israel since the 1960s and in Armenia following the collapse 
of the Soviet Union.2 In these countries, genocide became a “shared 
experience”, regardless of the fact that far from everyone belonging 
to the Israeli or Armenian nations had any personal experience of the 
destruction. Sometimes, traumas serve as a warning against national 
exclusiveness and a means by which to seek inter-communal unity. 
In socialist Yugoslavia, for instance, the Communist Party used the 
experience of the “People’s Liberation War and Socialist Revolution” 
(Narodnooslobodilačka borba i socijalistička revolucija) as a key trope for 
monopolising political power.3 However, even socialist leaders under-
stood that nationalism had a strong mobilising power, as evidenced 
1 Rüsen, Jörn, Evidence and Meaning: A Theory of Historical Studies (New York 2017), p. 28.
2 Bogossian-Porto, Pedro, “Forget Me Not: The Drama of Building an Identity on the Centennial of 
the Genocide of the Armenians”, Genocide Studies International 12:2 (2018). 
3 Dulić, Tomislav, “Forging Brotherhood and Unity: War Propaganda and Transitional Justice in 
Yugoslavia, 1941–48”, in The Utopia of Terror: Life, Death, and Everyday Experience in the Ustasha State, 
ed.: Rory Yeomans (Rochester 2015), p. 254.
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following the German invasion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941. 
Rather than appealing to the tenets of the October Revolution and class 
struggle, Joseph Stalin portrayed the struggle in terms of a patriotic 
act connecting the present to historical precedents, such as Aleksandr 
Nevsky’s defeat of Swedish crusaders at the Battle of the Neva in 1240 
and Aleksandr Kutuzov’s epic struggle against Napoleon in 1812.4 
Unusual for an atheist regime, it even “sacralised” the struggle through 
Aleksandr Aleksandrov’s “Sacred War” (Svyashennaya voina), first played 
at a railway station in Moscow on 27 June 1941:

Вставай, страна огромная, 
Вставай на смертный бой 
С фашистской силой тёмною, 
С проклятою ордой. 
 
Пусть ярость благородная 
Вскипает, как волна! 
Идёт война народная, 
Священная война!

Arise, vast country,  
Arise for a fight to the death  
Against the dark fascist force,  
Against the cursed horde. 
 
Let noble wrath 
Boil over like a wave! 
This is the people’s war, 
A sacred war!

However, political exploitation of war and trauma is not unique to 
dicta torial regimes and leaders. The Second World War generally and 
the Holocaust in particular have been used to promote a “European” 
unification under the guise of the European Union since the late 
1990s.5 Ever since, the motto “never again” serves to maintain a posi-
tive self-image by contrasting the continent’s democratic present with a 
totalitarian past. It was during this period that Swedish Prime Minister 
Göran Persson’s “Stockholm initiative” placed Holocaust memoriali-
sation on the EU agenda, which made leaders of candidate countries 
assume that Holocaust remembrance was an important albeit infor-
mal element in the integration process.6 There was, however, little dis-
cussion of Europe’s role in terms of colonialism, which would require 

4 Markwick, Roger D., “The Great Patriotic War in Soviet and Post-Soviet Collective Memory”, in 
The Oxford Handbook of Postwar European History, ed.: Dan Stone (Oxford 2012), p. 694.
5 Assmann, Aleida & Clift, Sarah, Shadows of Trauma: Memory and the Politics of Postwar Identity 
(New York 2016), p. 220.
6 Ibid.
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a substantial amount of reckoning in core EU countries such as the 
United Kingdom, France, the Netherlands and Spain. 

Another important point is that traumatic histories often fail to pro-
vide a common narrative around which to unite societies, classes and 
ethnic communities, but result in conflicts around identity, belong-
ing, affirmation and emancipation.7 These divisions sometimes emerge 
because of political change, such as the conflicts between Russia and 
Poland regarding the Second World War that erupted following the 
fall of the Soviet Union. The discussion has since centred around the 
massacre of Polish officers and soldiers at Katyn in 1940, calling into 
question the once predominant image of the “Great Patriotic War” 
as a sacred struggle against fascism.8 Conflicts have taken different 
shapes and forms, played out in different “realms of memory” (lieux de 
mémoire),9 and their intensity has varied depending on the underlying 
causes of divisions. 

The fact that history becomes an important political tool is an aspect 
that, as of late, has attracted interest also among social scientists and 
policy makers specialised in the field of transitional justice.10 Early theoris-
ing postulated that by agreeing to take part in transitional justice process, 
the parties to a conflict would accept the outcomes of judicial processes 
and the narratives about the conflict they would produce. This, in turn, 

7 See Kattago, Siobhan, “Agreeing to Disagree on the Legacies of Recent History: Memory, Pluralism 
and Europe after 1989”, European Journal of Social Theory 12:3 (2009); Torbakov, Igor, “History, 
Memory and National Identity: Understanding the Politics of History and Memory Wars in Post-
Soviet Lands”, Demokratizatsiya 19:3 (2011); Kucia, Marek, “The Europeanization of Holocaust 
Memory and Eastern Europe”, East European Politics and Societies and Cultures 30:1 (2016).
8 The central issue in this debate is whether the killings could be termed genocide or not; cf. Grzebyk, 
Patrycja & Karski, Karol, “Katyn: A Dubious Qualification (further to the article by Karol Karski)/In 
Reply to Patrycja Grzebyk’s Polemic”, The Polish Quarterly of International Affairs 20:4 (2011); Szonert-
Binienda, Maria, “Was Katyn a Genocide?”, Case Western Reserve Journal of International Law 44:3 
(2012): pp. 633–717; Sterio, Milena, “Katyn Forest Massacre: Of Genocide, State Lies, and Secrecy”, 
Case Western Reserve Journal of International Law 44:3 (2012); von Geldern, James, “Memory as the 
Anchor of Sovereignty: Katyn and the Charge of Genocide”, in Rites of Place: Public Commemoration 
in Russia and Eastern Europe, eds.: Julie A. Buckler & Emily D. Jonson (Evanston 2013). 
9 Nora, Pierre, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire”, Representations 26 (1989).
10 See Hamber, Brandon, Ševčenko, Liz & Naidu, Ereshnee, “Utopian Dreams or Practical 
Possibilities? The Challenges of Evaluating the Impact of Memorialization in Societies in Transition”, 
International Journal of Transitional Justice 4:3 (2010).
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was believed to enable an inter-communal dialoguethat would pave the 
way to inter-communal reconciliation.11 

Unfortunately, empirical results from Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia 
are less than promising. In Rwanda, the transition to a post-genocidal situa-
tion resulted in mnemonic wars being controlled by an authoritarian regime 
that prohibits the expression of ethnic affiliation.12 In the Yugoslav successor 
states one can instead observe how traumatic memories become “national-
ised” and reinterpreted in new ways since the dissolution of the country in 
the early 1990s.13 That post-conflict societies, which often find themselves 
in what Johan Galtung has referred to as “negative peace”,14 means they 
become particularly sensitive to the activities of mnemonic warriors. 
Historical traumas often become mobilised in times of severe crisis such 

11 Adler, Nancy, “Crimes, Courts, Commissions, and Chronicling”, in Understanding The Age of 
Transitional Justice, ed.: Nancy Adler (Newark & London 2018), p. 3. 
12 This does not mean locals fail to understand ethnic messages. As shown by Olivier Nyirubugara, 
Rwandan official narratives convey messages about ethnicity through code, for instance by distin-
guishing between those who historically had cattle (Tutsis) and those who did not (Hutus), and 
by painting the period before Hutu emancipation efforts in 1959 in a negative light; Nyirubugara, 
Olivier, Complexities and Dangers of Remembering and Forgetting in Rwanda. Memory Traps Vol. I 
(Leiden 2013), p. 42.
13 See for instance Pavlaković, Vjeran, “Flirting with Fascism: The Ustaša Legacy and Croatian Politics 
in the 1990s”, in The Shared History and the Second World War and National Question in ex-Yugosla-
via, ed.: Danko Gavrilović (Novi Sad 2008); Stojanović, Dubravka, “Revisions of Second World War 
History in Contemporary Serbia”, in Serbia and the Serbs in World War Two, ed.: Sabrina P. Ramet & 
Ola Listhaug (Basingstoke & New York 2011).
14 Galtung’s concept of negative peace focuses on the “absence” of war, but also on the absence of 
cooperation, equity, equality and dialogue between groups in conflict. Inclusion of the latter is 
key for the emergence of “positive peace”; Galtung, Johan & Fischer, Dietrich, Johan Galtung: A 
Pioneer of Peace Research. Springer Briefs on Pioneers in Science and Practice (Berlin & London 
2013). Classifications of “post-conflict societies” usually list a number of criteria, placed on a trajec-
tory covering the cessation of hostilities and signing of formal peace agreements (akin to Galtung’s 
“negative peace”) over demobilisation, repatriation of refugees, the establishment of functioning state 
institutions, social reintegration and economic recovery; Brown, Graham, Langer, Arnim & Frances, 
Stewart, A Typology of Post-Conflict Environments. Centre for Peace and Development working 
paper (Leuven 2011), https://soc.kuleuven.be/crpd/files/working-papers/wp01.pdf (accessed 18 August 
2020). Such listings are not entirely unproblematic, considering that one can reach a fully function-
ing state and integrated society without fulfilling all the requirements. This for instance happened 
after the Second World War with the driving out of Volksdeutsche from Czechoslovakia, Poland and 
Yugoslavia. Despite these civilians never returning, few would argue these countries were post-conflict 
societies within a mere few years after the war ended. 
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as armed conflict and other major political ruptures. In order to achieve 
political change or to retain their hold on power, elites make use of history 
as a means of stigmatisation, but also as a prism through which both past 
and contemporary conflicts become reinterpreted as the result of “eter-
nal struggles” between groups.15 Another reason is that narratives pro-
duced by tribunal records are motivated by an effort to deliver verdicts, 
which means they often fail to ask the relevant and multi- faceted ques-
tions that historians do, often producing a selective narrative that cannot 
be accepted as “historical truth” by parts of the citizenry.16 Another aspect 
relates to the very concept of “truth”, which lawyers search for but many 
historians have all but abandoned.17 

The observation imposes certain questions regarding the relationship 
between collective memory in processes of post-conflict transition, state 
dissolution or other major upheavals, as compared to its role in societies 
that do not find themselves in such situations. How does the impact of 
historical trauma affect societies in different social and political contexts? 
Is there a need to create a common narrative and commemorative prac-
tices about the past to overcome divisions? When is a historical trauma 
part of a post-conflict transition process and needs to be treated as such, 
and what happens when it becomes decoupled from a living memory of 
conflict? Considering that social scientists and historians have a common 
interest in collective memory and its relationship to political change, 
there is evidently a need for an interdisciplinary communication that 
can help overcome existing compartmentalisations between the human-
ities and social sciences. In this chapter, we propose to do so by focusing 
on the relationship between different forms of political change and their 
impact on the emergence, mobilisation and renegotiation of traumatic 

15 The case of former Yugoslavia serves to illustrate how victim-centred propaganda and a “universali-
sation” of the Holocaust was used for ethnic mobilisation among Serbs and Croats before and during 
the war of the 1990s. For a detailed overview, see MacDonald, David B., Balkan Holocausts? Serbian 
and Croatian Victim-centred Propaganda and the War in Yugoslavia (Manchester & New York 2002).
16 Eltringham, Nigel, “‘We are not a Truth Commission’: Fragmented narratives and the historical 
record at the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda”, Journal of Genocide Research 11:1 (2009); 
Turner, Catherine, “Deconstructing Transitional Justice”, Law and Critique 24:2 (2013). 
17 Jarrick, Arne, “Källkritiken måste uppdateras för att inte reduceras till kvarleva”, Historisk tidskrift 
125:2 (2005), pp. 219–20.
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historical memory in different societal and political contexts following 
the major change of 1989.

Collective Memory and Historical Trauma
The French philosopher and sociologist Maurice Halbwachs is widely held 
to have fathered the concept “collective memory”,18 which has been used in 
different iterations by scholars from a variety of disciplines. However, one 
needs to keep in mind that the sociological origins of the concept also car-
ries certain assumptions that are often overlooked. Being a student of Émile 
Durkheim and an adherent of Freudian psychoanalysis, Halbwachs took an 
interest in how collective memory emerges and is reshaped by acts of com-
munication in social contexts through symbols and commemorative prac-
tices. In that sense, he focused on the relationship between the individual 
and the group, believing that memory is essentially a product of social inter-
action.19 Jeffrey Olick has further dev eloped the conceptual framework by 
distinguishing between a “collected memory” that resides in the individual 
mind and can be obtained through for instance “oral history” interviews, 
and a collective memory shaped in groups that “provide the definitions, as 
well as the divisions, by which particular events are subjectively defined as 
consequential; these definitions trigger different cognitive and neurological 
processes of storage”.20 

While sociologists are primarily interested in the study of collective 
memory through social interaction, historians use texts or artefacts to 
explore the relationship between the past and the present. This means 
that focus often moves away from the individual and micro-social group 
to the larger society, which presents a set of epistemological problems 
in terms of how different disciplines understand and define the very 
concept of collective memory. Aleida Assmann and Sarah Clift have 
tried to overcome some of the conceptual confusion that has emerged 
18 Halbwachs, Maurice & Coser, Lewis A., On Collective Memory (Chicago 1992). As pointed out by 
Jeffrey Olick, it was actually Durkheim who first used the concept in a study of commemorative ritu-
als; Olick, Jeffrey K., “Collective Memory: The Two Cultures”, Sociological Theory 17:3 (1999), p. 334.
19 Gensburger, Sarah, “Halbwachs’ Studies in Collective Memory: A Founding Text for Contemporary 
‘Memory Studies’?”, Journal of Classical Sociology 16:4 (2016), p. 403.
20 Olick (1999), p. 341.
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over the years (which we will not deal with here) by distinguishing 
between a “lived memory” that connects to individual experiences and 
interpretations of the past and a “cultural memory” that exists through 
symbols.21 

Table 1. Carrier, Environment and Support of Memory.

Dimensions Neural memory Social memory Cultural memory

Carrier Individual Brain Social  

communication

Symbolic media

Environment Social  

communication

Individual brain Social  

communication

Support Symbolic media Symbolic media Individual brain

Source: Assmann & Clift (2016), p. 20. 

Assmann furthermore divides memory into separate categories, which 
results in a classification that has the individual, the group, and the society 
as its features. The model distinguishes the categories of memory by the 
help of three “dimensions” that carry the memory, provide an environ ment 
where it is kept and give support for its maintaining. Individual mem-
ory is thus carried in the brain, social communication being the environ-
ment where it is configured through interaction with others, while sym-
bolic media provides the support that keeps it maintained. The carrier of 
social memory is the social group through its inter-personal communica-
tion, with the brain being the environment where memories are kept and 
negotiated, while symbolic media provides support for maintaining it. 
Cultural memory, finally, is carried by symbolic media in the form of text 
and artefacts that potentially extend memories beyond the lived experience 
and inter-personal communicative practice. While transitions are frequent 
between neural and social memory, such interaction is much less common 
between the social and cultural memory:
21 Assmann & Clift (2016), pp. 11–18.
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This incredible broadening of horizon that takes place at the level of cultural 
memory is only possible with the aid of symbolic media, which gives memory 
a lasting support. First, symbols that represent the carriers of cultural memories 
become externalized and objectivized. They represent a disembodied experience 
that can be taken in and appropriated by those who did not have the experi-
ence themselves. Second, this means that their temporal scope is not limited 
to a human lifespan but can potentially be extended indefinitely. The tempo-
ral duration of cultural memory is determined not by a finite human being but 
by signs that are materially fixed and institutionally stabilized. Third, the dis-
embodied and temporally indefinite content of cultural memory must always 
be brought together with living memories and appropriated by these memories. 
Appropriating this content by freely identifying with it allows the individual to 
achieve his or her cultural identity alongside his or her personal identity.22

From this follows that different disciplines emphasise different elements 
when researching collective memory; while historians focus on the carrier 
and support by exploring symbolic media, sociologists and political scien-
tists look at the carrier and environment as they are mainly interested in 
group interaction. Psychologists, for their part, apply an individual-based 
approach and are perhaps mainly interested in how culture affects indi-
vidual perceptions of the past. It is perhaps more important to appreciate 
that how collective memory will be analysed is heavily contingent upon 
whether one is exploring it in the form of published text; as oral commu-
nication; in terms of memorials or artefacts; or as a commemorative prac-
tice. The former is usually analysed by the help of partici pant observa-
tion, semi-structured interviews and other anthropological methods that 
seek to capture individual-level perceptions of reality. The latter usually 
focuses on the symbolic level, where memorials and publications serve as 
sources for understanding society through its way of remembering and 
commemorating trauma, for instance. Above all, one has to keep in mind 
that commemorations and memorials have a different character than text 
due to the fact that they allow for ambiguity and multifaceted, sometimes 
contradictory, interpretations of the same events and symbols:

Because commemoration, like other forms of memory work, is thick with sym-
bolism, its rich symbolic vocabulary provides an effective means of political 
communication along two important axes. First, commemorative symbolism is 

22 Assmann & Clift (2016), pp. 20–21.
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replete with simplified but forceful values and thumbnail narratives that serve as 
easily propagated concepts that allow communities to ‘drop their heaviest cul-
tural anchors,’ thus exerting a stabilizing influence. Second, symbols are mal-
leable and allow for ambiguity, able to produce solidarity whilst allowing for 
nuance.23

Assmann’s model also raises several questions that are often overlooked 
in research, especially concerning the relationship between correlation 
and causality. While historical research tends to focus on academic 
knowledge-production or discourses in media and public space, there 
sometimes is a tendency to assume causalities between the macro level 
and popular attitudes. Such assumptions may be correct, but often 
result in fallacious inferences because official narrations are inadequate 
sources for gauging popular attitudes. One needs to combine analy-
ses of academic and media discourses with surveys and individual-level 
interviews to bridge the macro/micro gap, which might identify a dis-
connect between official knowledge-production and “vernacular mem-
ories” on the group and individual levels.24 By taking this into consid-
eration, one might also appreciate that the study of cultural memory 
focuses on another level than the individual brain that carries attitudes 
which might not be openly manifested. This observation is not least of 
importance in post-conflict settings, which have traditionally departed 
from the understanding that narrations, memorialisations and com-
memorative practices should follow top-down policy decisions. As 
pointed out by Kris Brown, “vernacular” memories often continue to 

23 Brown, Kris, “‘What It Was Like to Live Through a Day’: Transitional Justice and the Memory 
of the Everyday in a Divided Society”, International Journal of Transitional Justice 6:3 (2012): p. 448. 
As pointed out in micro-level analyses of the situation in East Timor, commemorative practices and 
memorials may also result in divisions and exclusion rather than solidarity; see Schellenberg, Renata, 
“Politics and Remembrance in Post-War Vukovar”, Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies 17:1 
(2015).
24 In a study focusing on the changes in 1989 in the United Kingdom, Spain, Germany and Poland, 
Brauer and Delius, for instance, only Polish and German respondents considered the event import-
ant. However, there were also differences between the Polish and German narratives, most notably 
that while German narrations were “national”, Poles considered the world around the country to pose 
a threat. Most importantly, however, neither Poles nor Germans paid much attention to the official 
emphasis of the undemocratic past in both countries; Breuer, Lars & Delius, Anna, “1989 in European 
Vernacular Memory”, East European Politics and Societies and Cultures 31:3 (2017).
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exist and may become mobilised for the production of counter-narra-
tives following political change:

Fuller consideration and investigation of these “backstage discourses” can be 
fruitful, especially since they are not readily communicated in the wider realm of 
public discourse. They form what James Scott terms “hidden transcripts” or the 
“offstage speeches, gestures and practices that confirm, contradict or inflect what 
appears in the public transcript”.25

Political Change and Collective Memory
It is evident that change and the way it has affected social or cultural 
memory is of high importance for much research on the topic. It is also 
clear that traumatic memories are of fundamental importance for most 
of us, since they provide a basis for the formation and maintaining of 
group identities. While not delving into the substantial literature dealing 
with identity processes, Jörn Rüsen offers a theoretical framework that is 
both interesting and provides a means by which to empiric ally test the 
relationship between political change, identity and collective memory.26 
Drawing on Kuhn’s concept of a “paradigm shift”,27 he connects cogni-
tive structures of historical thinking to five “principles” divided in an 
upper “realm of cognition” and a lower “realm of practical life”. He then 
divides these into three additional levels; between the two opposite levels 
of theoretical reflection and practical life is situated a level of pragmatic 
reflection that is concerned with both realms. 

Rüsen posits that political change results in the upsetting of an exist-
ing social and political order, which means existing narratives about the 
past no longer provide a plausible orientation for individuals and socie ty. 
A need for orientation (i) in the world emerges on both societal and 
indivi dual levels that may provide a basis for (ii) the development of new 
theoretical frameworks, perspectives and concepts that form the basis for 
cognitive strategies in the production of historical knowledge. These will 
in turn (iii) influence the historical methods that are used when dealing 

25 Brown (2012), p. 448.
26 Rüsen (2017), pp. 42–64
27 For details, see Kuhn, Thomas S., The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago 1996).
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with experience, and through them (iv) the forms of representation of 
historical periods and phenomena. While the first principle is primarily 
related to the realm of practical life and the semantic discourse of his-
toric symbolisation, the latter three principles belong to the level of the-
oretical reflection and “disciplinary” production of historical knowledge 
in academic and professional circles. The last principle (v) concerns the 
functions of historical orientation that gradually move into the “realm 
of practical life”. The various principles are tied to a variety of strate-
gies pertaining to discourse and symbolisation (1), as well as cognitive 
(2), aesthetic (3) and rhetorical (4) strategies that produce and represent 
historical knowledge. The rhetorical strategies also provide the basis for 
(5) the development of a political discourse on collective memory and 
“grand narratives”, which may also be important for processes on group 
and individual levels.

Figure 1. Rüsen’s Matrix of Historical Thinking.
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Table 2. Types of Crises.

Type of Crisis Reaction

Normal Application of established patterns of interpretation

Critical Change of established patterns of interpretation

Catastrophic Destruction of established patterns of interpretation

Source: Rüsen (2017), p. 29. 

The role of political change as a catalyst driving the need for reorienta-
tion in society is central in Rüsen’s model. Crises, be they political, social 
or even natural, are such potential catalysts, although they have a vary-
ing impact depending on severity. Normal crises provoke a reaction, but 
to overcome them, society can still adhere to the established patterns of 
historical interpretation. Critical crises, such as political revolutions of 
non-systemic character lead to a change in established patterns of inter-
pretation, although the core framework remains in place. Catastrophic 
change, by contrast, lead to a systemic shift that requires the abandon-
ment of established patterns of interpretation. 

Dealing with History
From Rüsen’s model follows that change will have different effects, depend-
ing on the type of crisis. The profound political change that followed the 
fall of communism in 1989 represents a type of systemic revolution that 
provoked needs for re-orientation in most countries around the world. 
However, it did not take place in the same way everywhere and its effects 
varied. Western Europe did not experience a systemic crisis and essentially 
could look for a new interpretation of the past without changing the exist-
ing patterns of orientation that were firmly entrenched in liberalism and 
a market economy. While the abandonment of socialism also resulted in 
a decline for Marxism as a theoretical basis for the interpretation of his-
torical processes, pluralism allowed a shift away from a focus on structures 
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to individual life stories that did not challenge the established patterns 
of interpretation about the past. This meant that west European liberal 
democracies could reconcile the reorientation with existing democratic 
master narratives, using the Holocaust as a means by which to contrast the 
liberalism of the present to a “dark past”.

The early stages of EU expansion were based on the understand-
ing that local populations in candidate countries would embrace lib-
eral ideas, which was also emphasised by the symbolic use of the Second 
World War and the Holocaust as the antithesis of EU integration. The 
“Stockholm Initiative” can thus be seen as part of a European-wide pro-
cess that sought to enhance both formal and informal education about 
the Holocaust. It was at the time believed that the Holocaust represented 
as a point of reference for the strengthening of democracy, the rule of law 
and human rights among populations throughout Europe.28

Unfortunately, EU institutions did not take enough account of the 
fact that East and East Central Europe had a different historical expe-
rience of the Second World War from the one in West Europe. Rather 
than experiencing a transition from war and fascism to liberal democ-
racy, the countries supplanted one totalitarian system for another.29 This 
has resulted in the emergence of competing narratives that perpetuate 
debates about who has suffered the most.30 From Tallinn to Sofia, pro-
found change brought about a systemic crisis in political, economic 
and social relations. Liberal, leftist and nationalist political elites have 
struggled for predominance over social memory ever since. While in the 

28 The instruction to the Living History Forum (Sw. Forum för levande historia), a body tasked 
with public education and information about the Holocaust, is illustrative of the Swedish govern-
ment’s attitude. It stipulated that the Forum should develop information programmes, exhibition 
and teacher training activities for the purpose of the strengthening of democracy “on the basis of the 
Holocaust”. The formulation was put into question in a subsequent audit, with the auditor wonder-
ing whether it was useful or in fact stifled the work of the institution; Statskontoret, Myndighetsanalys 
av Forum för levande historia (Stockholm 2017), pp. 92–93.
29 Torbakov (2011), p. 215.
30 Kucia (2016), p. 114. For more on post-1989 collective memory in East and East Central Europe, see 
Mälksoo, Maria, “The Memory Politics of Becoming European: The East European Subalterns and 
the Collective Memory of Europe”, European Journal of International Relations 15:4 (2009); Pakier, 
Małgorzata & Wawrzyniak, Joanna, “Memory Studies in Eastern Europe: Key Issues and Future 
Perspectives”, Polish Sociological Review 183:3 (2013).
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1990s this was mainly a struggle between the nationalists and the Left, 
the 2000s saw the emergence of a conflict between the liberal EU model 
and right-wing nationalism.31 As of recently, populists have utilised their 
interpretations of Second World War history to create a sense of cohesion 
and positive national feeling among socially or culturally heterogeneous 
populations, in which both informal and formal educational activities 
have played a central role.32

The situation is different in Chile, Argentina and other countries 
where change mainly affected the political field but did not result in a 
systemic shift. While transition to democracy led to an uneasy questio-
ning of Pinochet and his role, Chilean society could keep most of 
the interpretative framework embedded in Catholicism and “Chicago 
School”-inspired market liberalism introduced in the 1970s, while 
Argentina has continued to observe the right-wing coup against Isabel 
Perón on 24 March 1976 as a national holiday.33 Although it is com-
plicated to identify causalities between the form of transition and the 
intensity of disputes over memory, empirical data suggest the situation 
in Chile and Argentina has resulted in a complex relationship to his-
torical trauma and remembrance. Key is a conflict between a “culture 
of silence” and those commemorative efforts and practices that in par-
ticular victim groups or their descendants engage in:

In commemorations, in the establishment of memory sites and in the recovery 
of archives, there is usually a political struggle between societal forces calling for 
remembrance and those calling for oblivion and erasure of the traces of the past, 
who try to render a narrative that minimizes or eliminates the meaning of what 
others wish to remember.34

31 Bieber, Florian, “Building Impossible States? State-Building Strategies and EU Membership in 
the Western Balkans”, Europe-Asia Studies 63:10 (2011); Belloni, Roberto, “The European Union 
Blowback? Euroscepticism and its Consequences in the Western Balkans”, Journal of Intervention and 
Statebuilding 10:4 (2016).
32 Assmann, Aleida, “Transformations between History and Memory”, Social Research 75:1 (2008): p. 
64; Iacob, Bogdan C., “History’s Debris: The Many Pasts in the Post-1989 Present”, Südost Europa 64:2 
(2016), p. 136.
33 Jelin, Elisabeth, “Public Memorialization in Perspective: Truth, Justice and Memory of Past 
Repression in the Southern Cone of South America”, International Journal of Transitional Justice 1:1 
(2007), p. 144.
34 Jelin (2007), p. 155.
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Competition or Symbiosis?
The examples suggest that memories exist in a zero-sum game that will 
inevitably lead to one narrative pushing another out from public space 
and consciousness. But does this always have to be the case? Michael 
Rothberg offers an alternative approach, encouraging us to think of the 
public sphere as a 

malleable discursive space in which groups do not simply articulate established 
positions but actually come into being through their dialogical interactions with 
others; both the subjects and spaces of the public are open to continual recon-
struction.35

Rothberg provides some interesting examples of memory transfers, spe-
cifically how Holocaust aesthetics and symbology were used during 
decolonisation and in the post-colonial period. While recognising that 
many scholars reject “universalisation” of the Holocaust as something 
utterly problematic, he welcomes the development as an “unmooring of 
the Holocaust from its historical specificity and its circulation instead as 
an abstract code for Evil and thus as the model for potential anti-rac-
ist and human rights politics”.36 The argument ties well into the way 
that many institutions have used the Holocaust for informal education 
purposes, which has resulted in its aesthetics becoming an archetype 
for commemorative practice. However, it is questionable whether this 
results from “multidirectional dialogue” rather than a unidirectional 
appropriation of Holocaust aesthetics to engender public outrage and 
political support.37

Granting that true cases of dialogical “multidirectionality” exist that 
can provide the type of solidarity discussed by Rothberg, it appears con-
flicts over memorialisation are more common, at least in some parts of 
the world. Oftentimes, they centre on struggles over public space and 
symbols, such as when the Estonian government removed the Soviet-era 
35 Rothberg, Michael, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization 
(Stanford 2009), p. 5.
36 Ibid., p. 229.
37 This for instance becomes evident in the way that the killing of 40–200 Algerian demonstrators 
in Paris in 1961 and French detention centres in Algeria became linked to the Holocaust; Rothberg 
(2009), pp. 236–45.
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“Bronze Soldier” statue from downtown Tallinn in 2008,38 or the repeated 
vandalisation of the “Bomber Command Memorial” in London.39 On 
other occasions, contestations over space entail the addition of memo-
rials to existing spaces, which seek to provide “alternative histories” to 
the audience. This is perhaps nowhere more obvious than at the Liberty 
Square (Szabadság tér) in Budapest (see cover photo), where the Soviet 
War Memorial in the shape of an obelisk with a golden star competes 
with the “Monument of German Occupation”, depicting a metal-
lic German eagle about to attack the Archangel Gabriel (representing 
Hungary). Apart from being described as an “aesthetic catastrophe”,40 the 
latter monument portrays Hungary as an innocent victim of the war, and 
a powerless observer of the deportations of Jews in 1944. 

The state-sponsored narrative provoked reactions and soon a group of 
citizens created an unofficial “living monument” on the other side of the 
narrow street in front of the state-sponsored memorial. It comprised a text 
by historians deploring the “falsification of history” that the official monu-
ment according to their view represents,41 combined with many stones with 
place names to symbolise the localities from which Jews had been deported 
or killed, as well as references to the rescue effort of the Swedish diplo-
mat Raoul Wallenberg. As Ágnes Erőss points out, the counter-monu ment 
consists of personal items, which places it “in stark contrast to the static 
character of the state-monument and its version of frozen memory; cast in 
stone, this frozen memory is rigid in form and oblivious of personal and 

38 Lehti, Marko, Jutila, Matti & Jokisipilä, Markku, “Never-Ending Second World War: Public 
Performances of National Dignity and the Drama of the Bronze Soldier”, Journal of Baltic Studies 
39:4 (2008).
39 Interestingly, two narratives emerge here. The focus in British newspapers has often been on the 
55,000 dead airmen, which leads to the reactions being depicted as “scandalous” work by “sicken-
ing vandals”, and an outrage against the dead and their families. The protesters, however, object 
to the bombing campaigns in Germany, arguing these were war crimes; The Sun, 22 January 2019, 
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/8257554/vandals-desecrate-raf-bomber-command-memorial/ 
(accessed 15 October 2019).
40 Erőss, Ágnes, “‘In Memory of Victims: Monument and Counter-monument in Liberty Square, 
Budapest”, Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 65:3 (2016), p. 245.
41 The letter points out that the German occupation “left the state administration untouched and the 
administration, in turn, enthusiastically and very effectively organised and executed the mass depor-
tations, surpassing even German expectations”.
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familial memories”.42 In this case, one can neither see a “dialogue” nor a 
borrowing of aesthetics, but a rather fierce struggle over public space.

Armed Conflict and Memory
Contexts such as those in Tallinn, Budapest and London hardly allow for 
the dialogue that Rothberg would like to see, although it is true that the 
aesthetics of representation often follow trends. It therefore seems to be an 
empirical question when we can speak of memories coexisting and bor-
rowing in a relatively symbiotic relationship, when they are engaged in a 
zero-sum struggle over presence in the public space, and when there is a 
“segmented relationship” of competition between different narrations of 
the past. At the same time, one needs to keep in mind that the difficul-
ties differ depending on the effects of change. The experience from Chile, 
Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union suggests that severe repression, civil wars 
and state dissolution provide a particularly fertile setting for political 
mobilisation. This is because memories become weaponised when tied to 
the identity crises that often follow upon change, while in the last twen-
ty-five years becoming attached to the understanding that societies cannot 
move forward until there is justice for past traumas. Mnemonic wars that 
relate to conflicts further back in time—and particularly those that con-
cern periods about which there is virtually no “living memory” left—also 
have an impact but their effects are not related to fears of war and physi-
cal security to the same extent.43 However, the temporal dimension is not 
unidirectional, since “resting” fears of traumatic pasts may become mobi-
lised at the outbreak of new conflicts, reconfiguring traumas in new ways 
in order to provide meaning.

Ukraine is an obvious case in point, where even though there historically 
has been a strong sense of community between Russians and Ukrainians 
(particularly in the eastern half of the country), the outbreak of war in 2014 

42 Erőss (2016), p. 248.
43 This understanding relates to Assmann’s distinction between social and cultural memory, where the 
former is tied to a living person’s maximum life span of 80–100 years. This means that the Second 
World War will move from social to cultural memory during the next decade or two; Assmann & 
Clift (2016), p. 38.
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resulted in a mutual propaganda campaign that seemingly pitted those 
often described as “fascists” in western Ukraine against purportedly back-
ward or communist-leaning “Russians” in the areas under insurgent control. 
Conversely, the Second World War became a symbolic cue around which 
to mobilise the population of eastern Ukraine, where many began using 
the “Ribbon of St. George” first established by Catherine the Great in 1769 
to connect present-day conflict to both Russian and Soviet patriotic tradi-
tions. On the other side of the politi cal divide, many Ukrainians resorted 
to a plethora of symbols ranging from the official coat-of-arms in the form 
of a blue-and-yellow trident dating back to Kievan Rus, over the black-
and-red flag associated with the Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists 
and the controversial Second World War “national hero” Stepan Bandera. 
As pointed out by Yurchuk, however, Bandera cannot function as the basis 
for a new unifying narrative in Ukraine, since he is “hard to position in the 
realm of glory, pride, or victimhood, in other words, in the space of posi-
tively laden affect”.44 Neither can of course the Red Army or Stalin, which 
leaves the country in a “narrative void” of sorts, where political change and 
rupture in traditional relations has caused the need for reorientation but 
failed to identify a common way forward.45

The problems that emerge as a result of conflict often linger on 
years after a peace settlement, despite efforts to overcome grievances by 
the help of various transitional justice initiatives. Since the segmenta-
tion of narratives about traumatic pasts are part of broader interpretive 
frameworks that structure and sustain group-level perceptions of social 
reality and identity, post-conflict judicial processes often cannot affect 
alternative narratives. Sometimes they even bolster the perception of 
injustices and selective truth,46 paving the way for the emergence and 

44 Yurchuk, Yuliya, “Reclaiming the Past, Confronting the Past: OUN–UPA Memory Politics and 
Nation Building in Ukraine (1991–2016)”, in War and Memory in Russia, Ukraine and Belarus, ed.: 
Julie Fedor et al. (Cham 2017), p. 109. The new official position on the OUN furthermore caused an 
international reaction in Poland. In 1916, the Polish parliament in its own drive for an “official history” 
declared that the killings perpetrated by the OUN against Poles in 1943–44 was an act of genocide; 
Yurchuk (2017), p. 129.
45 Nuzov, Ilya, “The Dynamics of Collective Memory in the Ukraine Crisis: A Transitional Justice 
Perspective”, International Journal of Transitional Justice 11:1 (2017), pp. 144–46.
46 For more see Kostić (2007); Nielsen (2018), p. 186.
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mobilisation of “vernacular histories” that might become activated due 
to catastrophic change. While the segmentation of competing memo-
ries can often be handled in stable political systems and even provide 
the basis for multidirectionality, it often becomes a stumbling block in 
societies hit by conflict and other volatile upheavals.

To address the problem and promote comprehensive societal 
accounts of human rights abuses and mass violence, some experts have 
favoured the creation of truth and reconciliation commissions to that of 
tribunals.47 While some hope the commissions will be more successful 
in providing broadly accepted views of the past as a basis for post-con-
flict state-building, others also view them as bulwarks against manipu-
lation, distortion or denial.48 However, truth-seeking hearings do not 
necessarily result in an inclusive collective memory, which often results 
from the monopolisation of “truth” by state authorities.49 In Rwanda, 
for instance, the government controlled the so-called gacaca courts 
(grass-root public hearings) in order to create and spread a state-sanc-
tioned narrative, while criminalising alternative ones. Unfortunately, it 
also decided to exclude Hutus (representing a majority of the popula-
tion) from participation, which stigmatised the group and silenced its 
suffering:

Hutu narratives have become counternarratives to the official narrative of the 
genocide. That is due to the fact that their narratives have been suppressed or 
ignored in the construction of victimhood. These communities have seen their 
own sense of victimhood cast aside and been silenced with the perpetrator 
label.50

In the Solomon Islands or Sierra Leone, by contrast, networks of 
ex-combatants coordinated their narratives before appearing at the 

47 For a comprehensive account, see Hayner, Priscilla B., Unspeakable Truths: Confronting State Terror 
and Atrocities (New York 2011). 
48 Daly, Erin, “Truth Skepticism”, The International Journal of Transitional Justice 2 (2008), p. 103.
49 Adler (2018), p. 5.
50 Kuradusenge-McLeod, Claudine, “Belgian Hutu Diaspora Narratives of Victimhood and Trauma”, 
International Journal of Transitional Justice 12:3 (2018), p. 436. Similar collectivisations of guilt and suf-
fering have been observed in the former Yugoslavia; Nielsen, Christian, “Collective and Competative 
Victimhood as Identity in the Former Yugoslavia”, in Adler (2018), p. 179.
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commissions to protect themselves, due to an absence of truth-telling 
tradition in local culture, and because of a distrust in the political sys-
tem.51 The problem with both approaches is that traumatic ruptures sel-
dom result in an overarching narrative that can unite societies, classes 
and ethnic communities. As we have argued, competing accounts are 
produced in order to attribute meaning to upheavals and trauma, while 
playing out in different “realms of memory”. They are depicted in cul-
tural productions, embedded in urban spaces through street names, 
parks, monuments, and sites of memory as ways of conveying painful 
and often conflicting memories to future generations.52 Increasingly, 
they also play out in social media, which due to its accessibility and the 
lack of state control has become perhaps the most important virtual 
space for the shaping of vernacular and conflicting memories.53 While 
on the one hand seeking to focus on the real and alleged suffering of 
various groups, the realms also tend to portray the suffering of one’s 
own community as greater than that of “the Others”.54 Such competi-
tive victimhood is susceptible to manipulation by elites,55 seeking politi-
cal and territorial legitimacy for their claims to power on both domestic 
and international arenas.56

Time, in other words, is of the essence, considering that the societal 
effect of traumatic events weakens over generations, but also because of a 
generational shift that does not allow memories to be “carried” in the brain. 
If this assumption is true, it would mean that transitional justice and other 
lustration processes following catastrophic change might not be successful 
until after enough time has passed for a new generation of historians and 
other intellectuals to emerge, whose interpretative framework of meaning 
51 Brounéus, Karen, Truth and Reconciliation Processes: Learning from the Solomon Islands (Washington 
2019). 
52 Adler (2018), p. 3. See also Allier-Montaño, Eugenia & Crenzel, Emilio, The Struggle for Memory in 
Latin America: Recent History and Political Violence (New York 2015). 
53 See Goldschmidt-Gjerløw, Beate & Remkes, Merel, “Frontstage and Backstage in Argentina’s 
Transitional Justice Drama. The Niet@]s’ Reconstruction of Identity on Social Media”, International 
Journal of Transitional Justice 13:2 (2019).
54 Nielsen (2018), p. 177.
55 Kostić, Roland, “Transitional Justice and Reconciliation in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Whose Memories, 
Whose Justice?”, Sociologija (2012).
56 Nielsen (2018), p. 177.



33

is not bound by direct personal experience and who because they have not 
invested too much of their identity in a specific interpretation of history 
can ask relevant critical questions. 

From this follows that a top-down inculcation of a narrative in the 
context of authoritarian regimes may successfully provide the basis 
for transition in the short term, while a more pluralistic approach will 
undergo a dialectic process over a prolonged time, in which reactions 
and counter-reactions to dominant narratives eventually may lead to the 
emergence of at least a very general common view of history. Where the 
truth lay is of course an empirical question, but the fact that time has a 
central role to play makes it plainly obvious that theory-building must 
place the temporal dimension at the centre of analysis and reduce expec-
tations placed on tribunals, truth commissions and government-spon-
sored information campaigns. To do so in a more sophisticated way than 
is usually the case requires that historians, sociologists, psychologists and 
political scientists pool their resources and analyse collective memory by 
a mixed-methods approach that takes historical change and theory into 
serious consideration across epistemologies and levels of analysis.
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The Glorification of Memory 

Jan Tomasz Gross and the “History Policy” in 
Contemporary Poland

Sylwia Szymańska-Smolkin

In 2016, the Polish president Andrzej Duda requested an opinion from 
the Ministry of the Foreign Affairs regarding stripping Jan Tomasz Gross 
of the Order of Merit of the Republic of Poland, which Gross had been 
awarded in 1996 for outstanding academic achievements. Duda’s initia-
tive was just one of the reprisals against the Polish-American sociologist, 
historian and professor emeritus at Princeton University.1 In October 
2015, Polish prosecutors opened a libel probe against Gross after he wrote 
an article published in Die Welt, in which he argued that during the 
German occupation Poles killed more Jews than they killed Germans.2 In 

1 Gross has authored books on totalitarian and authoritarian regimes, East European his-
tory, and antisemitism; see Gross, Jan Tomasz, Polish Society Under German Occupation: The 
Generalgouvernement, 1939–1944 (Princeton 1979); Gross, Jan Tomasz & Grudzińska-Gross, Irena, 
“W czterdziestym nas Matko na Sybir zesłali—”. Polska a Rosja 1939–42 (London 1983); Gross, Jan 
Tomasz, Upiorna dekada. Trzy eseje o stereotypach na temat Żydów, Polaków, Niemców i komunistów, 
1939–1948 (Kraków 1998).
2 Gross, Jan Tomasz, “Die Osteuropäer haben kein Schamgefühl,” Die Welt (13 October 2015), https://
www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/article146355392/Die-Osteuropaeer-haben-kein-Schamgefuehl.
html (accessed 5 February 2020). Die Welt reprinted Gross’s article “Eastern Europe’s Crisis of Shame”, 
written for “Project Syndicate”. In an interview for Krytyka Polityczna Gross stated that he just used 
a term from Marcin Zaremba’s review of his book Złote Żniwa: “What are then the implications of 
the numbers cited by Gross? Neither more nor less than that we were, or at least the peasant part 
of our society, not on the side we thought we were on, since we killed more Jews than Germans”; 
“J.T. Gross o polskim udziale w Zagładzie. Postawcie pomniki wywiezionym z miasteczek Żydom 
zamiast Kaczyńskiemu”, Krytyka Polityczna, 12 February 2018, https://krytykapolityczna.pl/kraj/jan-to-
masz-gross-slawomir-sierakowski-wywiad-polska-antysemityzm-holokaust/ (accessed 10 April 2020). 
Zaremba’s review was published as “Biedni Polacy na żniwach – Recenzja Złotych Zniw”, Gazeta 
Wyborcza (14 January 2011), https://wyborcza.pl/magazyn/1,124059,8951226,Biedni_Polacy_na_zni-
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the article, Gross reflected on the strong opposition in Eastern Europe to 
accepting refugees during the 2015 migrant crisis. He suggested that this 
unwillingness to welcome refugees is rooted in the behaviour of Eastern 
European populations during the Second World War. Gross wrote, “[c]
onsider the Poles, who, deservedly proud of their society’s anti-Nazi resist-
ance, actually killed more Jews than Germans during the war”. He then 
praised Germany’s effort to face its history and concluded that Eastern 
Europe still has to work through its “murderous past”.3 Gross was ques-
tioned about his claims but the case against him was ultimately dropped 
in 2019.4 

Working through the Polish people’s relationship to and experience of 
the Holocaust is a contentious issue that continues to consume Polish soci-
ety; this is understandable, as Poland is a major site of Holocaust memory. 
The impact of the Holocaust on the Polish landscape goes far beyond con-
scious awareness of its history, which might help explain why Gross’s contri-
butions cause so much upheaval. The outrage that his article was met with 
in Poland, especially in media and institutions linked to the Law and Justice 
(Prawo i Sprawiedliwość , PiS) government, is an evolution of a larger prob-
lem that many Poles have with Gross’s assessment of Polish complicity in the 
Holocaust. Many would prefer for him to just go away and leave a particular 
narrative intact and undisturbed.

This chapter examines how Gross’s work challenges distorted assess-
ments of wartime Polish behaviour and the social memory of the 
Holocaust. I argue that his books play a significant role in Poland in the 
ongoing process of reckoning with the past and situating it in the con-

wach___Recenzja__Zlotych_Zniw_.html (accessed 10 April 2020).
3 Gross, Jan Tomasz, “Die Osteuropäer haben kein Schamgefühl”, Die Welt, 13 October 2015, https://
www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/article146355392/Die-Osteuropaeer-haben-kein-Schamgefuehl.
html (accessed 5 February 2020). Die Welt reprinted Gross’s article “Eastern Europe’s Crisis of Shame” 
written for “Project Syndicate”. 
4 After the publication of Strach in 2008, Gross’s book claims were investigated by a District Prosecutor 
in Cracow based on Article 132a of the Penal Code (introduced in 2007 and revoked in 2009.) The 
Prosecutor refused to launch an official investigation. Dobrosielski, Paweł, Spory o Grossa. Polskie prob-
lemy z pamięcią o Żydach (Warszawa 2017), pp. 95–96. Gross’s 2011 book Złote żniwa. Rzecz o tym, co 
się działo na obrzeżach zagłady Żydów (Kraków 2011) was also under investigation and no evidence of 
crime was found. The English version was published in 2012; Gross, Jan Tomasz & Grudzińska-Gross, 
Irena, Golden Harvest: Events at the Periphery of the Holocaust (New York 2012).
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text of the historical policy of the PiS government and the Institute of 
National Remembrance, the guardian of the ruling party’s historical pol-
icy. I highlight the dissonance between the social (un)memory of injus-
tice towards Polish Jews and historical memory as understood through 
the narrative shaped by historians.

New Perspectives on the Past
During the communist period, discussion about the Holocaust was very 
limited and mostly restricted to certain topics, such as the role of Polish 
rescuers in saving Jews,5 all the while avoiding any mention of collabo-
rative aspects of Polish behaviour and the role some Poles played in the 
deaths of their fellow citizens.6 The late 1960s were dominated by politi-
cal crisis, student protests, and an antisemitic campaign in Poland. “Anti-
Zionist” demonstrations followed the Six Day War of 1967 and the com-
munist regime’s attempt to remove people with Jewish background from its 
ranks. In March 1968, university students protested against the censorship 
of the romantic play “Dziady” (Forefathers’ Eve) and the expelling of two 
students, Adam Michnik and Henryk Szlajfer, from Warsaw University.7 
Following the events of “March ’68” and the forced emigration of thou-
sands of Polish Jews (including the family of Gross), the official historiog-
raphy of Jews in Poland focused on the cases of rescue. In the 1980s, the 
rise of the Solidarity movement and the growing opposition to the regime 
fostered an increased interest in Jewish history and the publication of books 
on Jewish topics by illegal publishing houses.8 In 1987, Jan Błoński’s essay 

5 Cf. Michlic, Joanna B., “‘At the Crossroads’: Jedwabne and Polish Historiography of the Holocaust”, 
Dapim: Studies on the Holocaust 31:3 (2017), p. 301. See for example, Bartoszewski, Władysław & 
Lewinówna, Zofia, eds.: Ten jest z ojczyzny mojej. Polacy z pomocą Żydom 1939–1945. 2nd extended 
edition (Kraków 1969).
6 One of the exceptions was the assessment of the Polish Police as an institution collaborating in Nazi 
crimes against the Polish nation. The wartime police was deemed a collaborationist force by the 31 
August 1944 decree of the newly established Polish Committee of National Liberation.
7 The closure of the play due to its “anti-Russian” undertones had resulted in a demonstration on 30 
January 1968 and Michnik and Szlajfer were expelled for participating, as well as for reporting about 
it to the French newspaper Le Monde. Both were members of the “Komandosi”, a group of dissident 
students; “Marzec 68”, Dzieje.pl, https://dzieje.pl/aktualnosci/marzec-68 (accessed 27 October 2020).
8 For an analysis of Polish debates at that time, see Polonsky, Antony, “My Brother’s Keeper?” Recent 
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“Biedni Polacy patrzą na getto” (“The Poor Poles Look at the Ghetto”) initi-
at ed a discussion about Polish behaviour towards Jews during the German 
occupation. Błoński highlighted the Polish fear of accusations against them 
for not doing enough to help persecuted Jews; specifically “the fear that one 
might be counted among the helpers of death”.9 

In recent Polish history, there have been two instances of profound 
change: the systemic change brought by the fall of Communism in 
1989 and the consequent freedom of expression and the success of the 
PiS party in the 2015 elections, which gradually brought restrictions to 
demo cratic institutions and attempts at limiting the academic freedoms 
of researchers in the political and academic spheres. However, not all 
forms of change affect societies in the same way. In his theoretical work 
on the relationship between political change and historiography, Jörn 
Rüsen distinguishes between “catastrophic”, “normal” and “critical” cri-
ses, which affect established patterns of historical interpretation. A crit-
ical crisis brings a change of those patterns while a catastrophic one 
results in their destruction.10 The fall of Communism in Poland in 1989 
can be recognised as a catastrophic change in a sense that it brought a 
complete change of the political system. One may argue that the 2015 
parliamentary elections ushered in a critical rather than normal crisis 
as it affected established patterns of interpretation and resulted in the 
government’s attempts to change them in accordance with their new 
historical policy. 

The catastrophic change that affected the socialist system as a result 
of the developments in 1989 had a profound effect on the reinterpreta-
tion of Second World War history in Poland. The opening of previously 
inaccessible archives enabled new research and more objective assess-
ments of both the German and Soviet occupation during the Second 
World War and the subsequent Communist regime. Aleida Assmann 
remarks that following the political changes in 1989, many European 
nations were able to confront their shameful memories. In the case of 
Poland, that meant reconciling the national myth of victimhood with 

Polish Debates on the Holocaust (London 1990).
9 Błoński, Jan, “Biedni Polacy patrzą na getto,” in Tygodnik Powszechny 2 (11 January 1987), p. 42.
10 Rüsen, Jörn, Evidence and Meaning: A Theory of Historical Studies (New York 2017), pp. 29-30.
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the auspice of antisemitism.11 The newly gained freedom also brought 
about increased interest and research on the Holocaust, allowing a 
renewed evaluation of social memory from that period.12 It brought to 
light suppressed memories and forced the Poles to confront how they 
remembered the Second World War, showing that the image of Poles 
as a victim nation was distorted and needed a re-evaluation. However, 
it was the work of an outsider scholar that became a turning point in 
Polish historiography of the Holocaust and enabled the first national 
debate about the Polish role in the killing of Jews. Gross, who previ-
ously published acclaimed books on Polish society under German occu-
pation and the Soviet-imposed regime, challenged the historiography 
and the heroic narrative about the Polish wartime experience. By bring-
ing to light crimes committed by Poles against Jews in the Białystok 
area, he challenged the official image of Polish martyrdom and exposed 
certain groups of Poles as victimisers rather than victims. 

Unwanted Debate
The Polish-language publication of Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish 
Community in Jedwabne, Poland, was a watershed moment that opened 
up a discussion concerning Poland’s past and called into question the 
existing historiography on the Holocaust.13 In the book from 2000, Gross 
discussed the pogrom conducted by Poles against Jewish inhabitants of 
Jedwabne in the summer of 1941 (this was only one of several pogroms 
that took place in the area before the arrival of the Wehrmacht). By bring-
ing the event to the attention of the wider public, he challenged the per-
ception among many Poles as being solely victims of the German occu-
pation and disrupted the one-sided picture of Poles as sympathising with 
their victimised Jewish neighbours. 

11 Assmann, Aleida & Clift, Sarah, Shadows of Trauma: Memory and the Politics of Postwar Identity 
(New York 2016), pp. 224–27. For further details, see Dulić and Kostić’s contribution to this volume.
12 Michlic, Joanna B., “Polish-Jewish Relations in the Shadow of the Holocaust.”, in Imaginary 
Neighbors: Mediating Polish-Jewish Relations after the Holocaust, eds.: Dorota Głowacka and Joanna 
Zylińska (Lincoln 2007), pp. 21–22.
13 The English version was published a year later. Gross, Jan Tomasz, Neighbors: The Destruction of the 
Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland (Princeton 2001). 
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According to Piotr Forecki, Neighbors contributed to a public discov-
ery of one of many overt Polish secrets,14 sparking the first national debate 
on the participation of Poles in the Holocaust and what it meant to come 
to terms with that legacy. The debate took place between 2000 and 2002 
and is often invoked in subsequent discussions on Polish-Jewish relations 
during the Second World War. Among the most important questions 
raised in the book was the issue of Polish responsibility for the killings:

When reflecting about this epoch, we must not assign collective responsibility. 
We must be clearheaded enough to remember that for each killing only a spe-
cific murderer or group of murderers is responsible. But we nevertheless might 
be compelled to investigate what makes a nation (as in “the Germans”) capable 
of carrying out such deeds. Or can atrocious deeds simply be bracketed off and 
forgotten? Can we arbitrarily select from a national heritage what we like, and 
proclaim it as patrimony to the exclusion of everything else? Or just the opposite: 
if people are indeed bonded together by authentic spiritual affinity—I have in 
mind a kind of national pride rooted in common historical experiences of many 
generations—are they not somehow responsible also for horrible deeds perpe-
trated by members of such an “imagined community”?15

Gross repeatedly explained that he did not assign responsibility for 
the crimes to the entire Polish nation, but that the crimes needed 
to be acknowledged. The book nevertheless ignited a public debate 
and resulted in hundreds of articles in the Polish and foreign press, 
many scholarly articles as well as the two-volume publication Wokół 
Jedwabnego (Around Jedwabne) published by the Institute of National 
Remembrance.16 The debate also became the subject of analysis in 
Polish and international scholarly publications.17 Historians, prosecu-
tors and journalists organised roundtable discussions on the book and 

14 Forecki, Piotr, Po Jedwabnem. Anatomia pamięci funkcjonalnej (Warszawa 2018), p. 15.
15 Gross (2001), pp. 134–35.
16 Machcewicz, Paweł & Persak, Krzysztof, eds.: Wokół Jedwabnego, vol. 1, Studia, vol. 2 Materiały 
(Warszawa 2002).
17 Polonsky, Antony & Michlic, Joanna B., The Neighbors Respond: The Controversy Over the Jedwabne 
Massacre in Poland (Princeton 2004). See also Brand, William, ed: Thou Shalt not Kill: Poles on 
Jedwabne (Warszawa 2001); Bender, Sara, “Not Only in Jedwabne: Accounts of the Annihilation of 
the Jewish Shtetlach in North-eastern Poland in the Summer of 1941”, Holocaust Studies: A Journal of 
Culture and History, 19, vol 1 (2013), pp. 1–38.
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the crimes committed by the Poles of Jedwabne and surrounding villag-
es.18 Paweł Machcewicz wrote in the introduction Wokół Jedwabnego, “a 
nation proud of its history is able to face even the cruellest truth about 
its past. The way in which it does is a measure of its contemporary 
maturity and greatness.”19 Confronting the crimes committed against 
Jews in 1941 has been a great test of the Polish ability to reckon with the 
country’s past and arguably paved the way for a discussion of other dark 
areas in wartime history, such as the complicity of the Polish police in 
denouncing or killing Jews in hiding. 

In the summer of 1941, Poles murdered Jews in more than twenty 
towns in the Bialystok area.20 The crimes in Jedwabne and the surround-
ing area were the subject of over sixty trials in Poland between 1948 and 
1958.21 The local population of Jedwabne knew about the murders either 
through witnessing them (and in some cases by participating in them) 
or through discussions.22 Historian Marta Kurkowska-Budzan learned 
about Polish involvement in the pogrom while growing up in Jedwabne. 
In 2001, just before Gross’s book became known to a larger public, she 
conducted interviews with the witnesses to the crime who shared with her 
their memories from the day of the pogrom.23 Their willing ness to talk 
about the murders stopped when the Institute of National Remembrance 
opened investigations into the crimes. Kurkowska-Budzan remarks that 
the involvement of the authorities resulted in a disconnect between a ver-
nacular memory in the local community and an official discourse, the lat-
ter rejecting any allegations of Polish participation in the 1941 pogrom.24 

18 See “A Roundtable Discussion: Jedwabne – Crime and Memory”, in Neighbours Respond, eds.: 
Polonsky & Michlic (2004), pp. 247–66.
19 Machcewicz, Paweł, “Wokół Jedwabnego”, in Wokół Jedwabnego, ed.: Paweł Machcewicz and 
Krzysztof Persak (2002), p. 17.
20 Bender (2013), p. 3.
21 Persak, Krzysztof, “Nie tylko Jedwabne”, Tygodnik Powszechny 45 (10 November 2002).
22 See Kaczyński, Andrzej, “Thou Shall Not Kill”, Transodra 23 (2001), pp. 40–45.
23 Kurkowska-Budzan, Marta, “My Jedwabne.”, in The Neighbors Respond, ed.: Antony Polonsky & 
Joanna B. Michlic, pp. 201, 204. Most of the Jedwabne population consists of people who moved 
there after the war but they also share the knowledge of the crime: “All of them quickly learned about 
the murder, and they now share a collective memory, but it refers to the place of Jedwabne rather than 
to the people who lived there in 1941;” Ibid., p. 205.
24 Kurkowska-Budzan (2004), p. 206.
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Some historians were also familiar with the Jedwabne case. In 1966, 
Szymon Datner from the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw published 
an article in which he discussed murders committed by Poles in Wąsosz, 
Radziłów and Jedwabne.25 He did not, however, ascribe the responsibility 
to the Poles entirely. Andrzej Żbikowski also discussed the local pogroms 
in the Białystok district in his 1992 article.26 Still, the public at large was 
not aware of the killings and their circumstances. During a roundtable 
debate on Jedwabne, Machcewicz recalled:

It seems that none of us was prepared for such facts, which have altered our pic-
ture of Polish-Jewish relations during the occupation. If society is incapable of 
accepting certain controversial ideas, there will be no discussion about them. To 
come to a reckoning with one’s past, and not just in Poland, one has to follow a 
very tortuous route.27

In 2001, at least some groups in Poland were ready to face the truth 
about the past and question the behaviour of their fellow citizens dur-
ing the Second World War. Joanna B. Michlic notes that “Jedwabne 
has become the key symbol of the counter-memory of the old, hegem-
onic, biased narratives of the Holocaust promulgated between 1945 and 
1990s.” As such, she argues, it requires integration of Polish-Jewish rela-
tions since before the Second World War into the historical narratives 
of twentieth-century Polish social history and the annihilation of Polish 
Jews.28

Gross’s subsequent book, Fear: Anti-Semitism in Poland after Auschwitz,29 
dealt with the violence against Jews in the immediate post-war years, a topic 
more familiar to wider Polish audiences. However, Gross offered a new 
interpretation of events and again challenged the heroic narrative about the 
Polish experience during the war and a historiography that often focused 
on Jewish collaboration with the Soviets between 1939 and 1941 instead 

25 Datner, Szymon, “Eksterminacja ludności żydowskiej w okręgu białostockim”, Biuletyn ŻIH 60 
(1966), pp. 3–50. 
26 Żbikowski, Andrzej, “Lokalne pogromy Żydów w czerwcu i lipcu 1941 roku na wschodnich 
rubieżach II Rzeczypospolitej”, Biuletyn ŻIH 2–3 (1992), pp. 3–18.
27 Machcewicz (2001), pp. 256–57.
28 Michlic (2017), pp. 297.
29 Gross, Jan Tomasz, Fear: Anti-Semitism in Poland After Auschwitz (New York 2006).
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of Polish collaboration with the Germans. The issue of Jewish collabora-
tion with the Soviets, which according to historian Tomasz Strzembosz was 
“passed over in silence”, was often used as a tool for explaining the pogrom 
in Jedwabne.30 

The 2008 Polish edition of Fear included some corrections and is 
entitled Strach. Antysemityzm w Polsce tuż po wojnie. Historia moral-
nej zapaści (Fear:.Antisemitism in Poland Right after the War: A History 
of Moral Collapse). In Fear, Gross argued that post-war antisemitism 
was widespread and pre-dated communist attempts to take power in 
Poland. It was also embedded in the war experience. “Fear” relates to 
the Polish fear of the Jews who remind them about the violence of war, 
the reasons why they found themselves in the places which belonged 
to the Jews before. In order to suppress the subject, the Jews had to be 
removed. References to Jews as collaborators with the Soviet regime can 
also be understood in terms of what Assmann refers to when arguing 
that “proof of your opponent’s guilt automatically reduces or effaces 
your own guilt”.31

Gross’s most recent book, Golden Harvest: Events at the Periphery of 
the Holocaust, concerns the post-war pillaging of the former site of the 
Treblinka killing centre.32 This book also raised important questions about 
the behaviour of Poles. However, that discussion of the post-war looting 
of Jewish property was shorter than debates provoked by The Neighbors 
and Fear. It is evident though that Gross became a staple name in the 
Polish discourse on the Holocaust; a central figure whose name, as argued 
by Paweł Dobrosielski, became more significant in the discussion than 
his books.33 Marcin Zaremba concluded his review of Golden Harvest by 

30 Strzembosz, Tomasz, “Collaboration Passed Over in Silence”, in The Neighbors Respond, eds.: 
Polonsky & Michlic, pp. 220–26. See also Bender (2013), pp. 9–10.
31 Assmann (2018), p. 231. 
32 Gross, Jan Tomasz & Grudzińska-Gross, Irena,  Golden Harvest: Events at the Periphery of the 
Holocaust (New York 2012). It was originally published in Polish in 2011, Złote żniwa. Rzecz o tym, co 
się działo na obrzeżach zagłady Żydów (Cracow 2011).
33 Dobrosielski notices that, for example, a 2013 book by Stefan Zgliczyński, Jak Polacy Niemcom Żydów 
mordować pomagali (“How Poles Helped Germans to Murder Jews”), a compilation of arguments of Jan T. 
Gross and researchers from the Centre for Holocaust Research, did not evoke any reaction. Dobrosielski, 
Paweł, Spory o Grossa. Polskie problemy z pamięcią o Żydach (Warszawa 2017), pp. 12, 94, 170.
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saying: “We need Jan Tomasz Gross. Without him, our well-being would 
be better, but our intellectual life would be poorer.”34

“Pedagogy of Shame” versus “Community of Pride”
Scholars of the Polish collective memory of the Second World War such 
as Jolanta Ambrosewicz-Jacobs, Anna Wolff-Powęska and Barbara Szacka 
agree that for the majority of Poles, the Second World War and the behav-
iour of the Polish people during the occupation remain a reason for pride 
and rarely of shame.35 However, Gross’s works are a constant challenge to 
feelings of pride and a reminder that certain Poles did not behave in an 
honourable way during the occupation and in the immediate post-war 
period. 

Debates about Gross’s work are divided between those who accept 
his theses and talk about Polish national blame, and those who reject 
his claims on the grounds of poor research and analysis and are con-
vinced about the innocence of Poles. Each of his books was met with 
criticism beyond the scope of the academic merits of his work. In the 
two decades since the publication of Neighbors and after recent publi-
cations on the involvement of the Polish population in killing Jews in 
hiding after 1942,36 the Polish public is still not ready to face the facts 
about the level of involvement of some Poles in the Holocaust. His 
work has been especially problematic for historians and politicians of 
the “good change” regime. Since the PiS party won a majority in 2015, 
the official historiography has been emphasising victimhood and her-
oism, rejecting critical assessments of Second World War history. This 
historical policy can be traced back to when the PiS first came to power 
in 2005.37 

34 Zaremba (2018).
35 Szacka, Barbara, “Polish Remembrance of World War II”, International Journal of Sociology, 36:4 
(2006), pp. 17–18; Jolanta Ambrosewicz-Jacobs, “Spotkania z Zagładą w Polsce”, Politeja. Oblicza 
postpamięci 2 (2017), p. 30; Anna Wolff-Powęska, “Pamięć wyzwolona, pamięć zniewolona. Kultura 
historyczna w procesie transformacji”, Politeja. Oblicza postpamięci 2 (2017), p. 15.
36 Cf. Engelking, Barbara & Grabowski, Jan, eds.: Dalej jest noc. Losy Żydów w wybranych powiatach 
okupowanej Polski (Warszawa 2018).
37 Michlic (2017), pp. 299–300.
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Dissociating oneself from the painful and controversial participation 
of various groups in the Holocaust is part of the tendency to emphasise 
the role of Poles in resisting the German occupiers, while highlighting the 
number of Poles who extended help to persecuted Jews. It is an intentional 
and calculated effort on the part of the PiS government and its articulated 
“historical policy”, involving significant institutions such as the Institute of 
National Remembrance. The government and historians associated with 
the regime emphasise acts of resistance and downplay or outright reject 
instances of group victimisation. They reject critical studies of the Polish 
past and condemned so-called “critical patriotism” in favour of “affirm-
ative patriotism”.38 Works by Gross and historians of the Polish Center 
for Holocaust Research (Centrum Badań nad Zagładą Żydów w Polsce) are 
arguably the most significant examples of “critical patriotism”. One exam-
ple of governmental pressure is the 2017 conflict between the PiS govern-
ment and Paweł Machcewicz, the director of The Museum of the Second 
World War in Gdańsk, and the subsequent complete takeover of the muse-
um.39 The museum, established in 2008 and opened in March 2017, aimed 
to present a broader context of the Second World War rather than limit-
ing it to Polish suffering. The PiS leadership criticised the museum for not 
being “Polish enough” even before its opening in March 2017.40 Two visions 
of Polish history clashed; Machcewicz and the creators of the exhibition 
aimed to present Polish wartime history in a broader European and world 
history context and to show the inhumane character of the war. They were 
criticised for not presenting the Polish perspective and for not emphasising 
Polish heroism and martyrdom enough.

At the same time, emphasis is also placed on courageous Poles resisting 
German policies against Jews and those who lost their lives doing so. This 

38 Forecki (2018), pp. 51–56, 311.
39 Flieger, Estera, “’To Muzeum powinno być dumą”. Proces pokazuje, jak prawica niszczyła Muzeum 
II Wojny Światowej”, https://oko.press/to-muzeum-powinno-byc-duma-proces-pokazuje-jak-prawi-
ca-niszczyla-muzeum-ii-ws/ (accessed 11 April 2020).
40 Already in 2013, before the museum was opened, leader of the PiS Party Jarosław Kaczyński 
announced that if his party gains power “we will change the shape of the WWII Museum so that 
the exhibition in this museum expresses the Polish point of view.”, https://muzeum1939.pl/stanow-
isko-rady-powierniczej-muzeum-ii-wojny-swiatowej-w-sprawie-wypowiedzi-prezesa-prawa-i/aktual-
nosci/328.html (accessed 30 March 2020). 
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is the case with the Ulma family and the Ulma Family Museum of Poles 
Saving Jews in World War II (Muzeum Żydów Ratujących Polaków im. 
Rodziny Ulmów) in Markowa in southeastern Poland.41 The Ulma Family 
Museum opened in 2016 to commemorate Józef and Wiktoria Ulm and 
their six children, who were killed along with eight Jews they were hiding 
in March 1944.42 Jews hiding in the attic of the Ulma’s house in Markowa 
were denounced by a Polish policeman from Łańcut, Włodzimierz Leś.43 
The Ulma Family Museum celebrates the heroic side of the story, of Poles 
risking their lives to hide Jews and paying the ultimate price. What one 
does not learn from the exhibition is how the execution of the Ulma fam-
ily resulted in deaths of other Jews hiding in the area. Yehuda Ehrlich, 
who was hiding in nearby Sietesz, recalled that the bodies of twenty-four 
Jews were found the morning following the execution. The Jews were 
killed by the Poles who had been sheltering them.44 However, in his work 
on the Ulma family, Szpytma questions the veracity and accuracy of 
Ehrlich’s testimony, and argues that the local Poles continued to shelter 
Jews despite the threat to them and their families.45 This narrative cannot 
be upheld in the light of Jan Grabowski’s analysis of the events, which 
confirms the timing of the killings and the identity of the perpetrators.46

41 The museum opened in March 2016. Publications on the Ulma family are written mostly by 
Mateusz Szpytma and Jarosław Szarek: Ofiara Sprawiedliwych (Kraków 2004); The Risk of Survival: 
The Rescue of the Jews by the Poles and the Tragic Consequences for the Ulma Family from Markowa 
(Warsaw 2009); Rodzina Ulmów (Kraków 2014). Mateusz Szpytma has been the Deputy President of 
the Institute of National Remembrance since 2016.
42 Frydel, Tomasz, “Beyond the Ulmas: The Need for a Social History of Genocide in Occupied 
Poland”, Cosmopolitan Review 8:2 (Spring 2016), http://cosmopolitanreview.com/beyond-the-ulmas-
the-need-for-a-social-history-of-genocide-in-occupied-poland/ (accessed 10 April 2020).
43 Szpytma, Mateusz, “Markowa po ‘Złotych Żniwach’”, Więź, 633 (2011), p. 74.
44 On the Ulma family and Ehrlich’s testimony see http://yadvashem.org/yv/en/righteous/stories/
ulma.asp (accessed 8 September 2016). On the murder of Jews following the killing in Markowa 
see Adam Leszczyński’s interview with Jan Grabowski, “Na likwidację Żydów pojechałem. Kowalski 
Jan”, http://wyborcza.pl/magazyn/1,124059,20473795,na-likwidacje-zydow-pojechalem-kowalski-jan.
html (accessed 30 July 2016). See also Grabowski, Jan & Libionka, Dariusz, “Bezdroża polityki his-
torycznej. Wokół Markowej, czyli o czym nie mówi Muzeum Polaków Ratujących Żydów podczas 
II wojny światowej im. Rodziny Ulmów”, Zagłada Żydów. Studia i materiały 12 (2016), pp. 619–42.
45 Szpytma recalls that only one Polish witness admitted that her family asked the Jews to leave but 
they were convinced to let them stay by the Jews saying that the war would end soon. Szpytma (2011), 
p. 73. See also Szpytma, Mateusz ,“Sprawiedliwi i inni”, Więź 636 (2011), pp. 100–01.
46 Grabowski, Jan, “Prawda leży w mogiłach”, Więź 34-635 (2011), p. 104. See also Grabowski, Jan & 
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The PiS government’s “historical policy” encourages those who reject 
any responsibility whatsoever for criminal acts against Jews. Moreover, it 
threatens the freedom of those who express opinions to the contrary. The 
so-called “Holocaust Law”, introduced in February 2018 as an amendment 
to the Act on the Institute of National Remembrance—Commission for 
the Prosecution of Crimes against the Polish Nation, made it a criminal 
offence to accuse the Polish state or Polish nation of complicity in Nazi 
crimes. Anyone found guilty could face a penalty of up to three years in jail:

Article 55a. 1. Whoever publicly and contrary to the facts, attributes to the Polish nation or 
the Republic of Poland responsibility or co-responsibility for the Nazi crimes committed 
by the German Third Reich, as specified in Article 6 of the Charter of the International 
Military Tribunal […], or for other felonies that constitute crimes against peace, crimes 
against humanity or war crimes, or whoever otherwise grossly diminishes the responsibility 
of the true perpetrators of said crimes—shall be liable to a fine or a penalty of imprison-
ment of up to three years. The sentence shall be made public.47

The intended aim of this law was to prevent describing Nazi German 
death camps as Polish. The planned legislation evoked strong protests 
around the world from scholars and politicians and led to a diplomatic 
row between Poland and Israel. Israeli President Reuven Rivlin challenged 
the legislation and stated that “[t]here is no doubt that there were many 
Poles who fought the Nazi regime, but we cannot deny that Poland and 
Poles had a hand in the extermination,” of Jews during the Holocaust. He 
added, “[p]olicymakers have a duty to shape the future. Historians have a 
duty to describe the past and investigate history. One must not overstep 
into the field of the other.”48 

Libionka, Dariusz, “Markowa. Żydowska śmierć, polska wina, wspólny strach”, http://wyborcza.pl/
magazyn/7,124059,21097043,markowa-zydowska-smierc-polska-wina-wspolny-strach.html (accessed 
9 December 2016).
47 “Ustawa z dnia 26 stycznia 2018 r. o zmianie ustawy o Instytucie Pamięci Narodowej – Komisji 
Ścigania Zbrodni przeciwko Narodowi Polskiemu, ustawy o grobach i cmentarzach wojennych, ust-
awy o muzeach oraz ustawy o odpowiedzialności podmiotów zbiorowych za czyny zabronione pod 
groźbą kary,” Dziennik Ustaw Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej, item 369, 14 February 2018. For an analy-
sis of the legislation, see Grzebyk, Patrycja, “Amendments to the Act on the Institute of National 
Remembrance – Commission for the Prosecution of Crimes against the Polish Nation in Light of 
International Law”, XXXVII Polish Yearbook of International Law (2017), pp. 287–300.
48 “Poles helped in Nazi extermination, Rivlin tells Polish counterpart”, Times of Israel (12 April 2018), 
https://www.timesofisrael.com/poland-and-poles-helped-in-nazi-extermination-rivlin-tells-polish-coun-
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The international outrage and strong opposition to the law from 
the US and Israeli administrations led to the Polish government back-
tracking on the law.49 As Jeffrey Kopstein wrote, “[t]he law’s language is 
slightly arcane and even ambiguous about scholarly work, but its pur-
pose is clear: to restrict discussion of Polish complicity.”50 The legislation 
was decriminalised in June 2018 and claims of Polish involvement in the 
Nazi crimes became a civil offence, not a criminal one, which would 
be prosecuted in civil courts.51 The Israeli and Polish Prime Ministers, 
Benjamin Netanyahu and Mateusz Morawiecki, issued a joint statement 
after the Polish parliament announced the cancellation of the controver-
sial amendment.52

Gross’s work continues to challenge distorted assessments of wartime 
Polish behaviour and the memory of the Holocaust; the after-effects of his 
work are still being felt throughout this process of reconciling with the past. 
Gross became a catalyst of Polish historical memory. One could argue that 
Michael Rothberg’s concept of “multidirectional memory” could offer a 
good alternative to competing narratives in Polish social memory:

Against the framework that understands collective memory as competitive memory—as a 
zero-sum struggle over scarce resources—I suggest that we consider memory as multidirec-
tional: as subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing, and borrowing as productive 
and not privative.53 

terpart/ (accessed 17 April 2020).
49 Eglash, Ruth & Selk, Avi, “Israel and Poland try to tamp down tensions after Poland’s ‘death camp’ 
law sparks Israeli outrage”, Washington Post, 28 January 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/
worldviews/wp/2018/01/27/it-could-soon-be-a-crime-to-blame-poland-for-nazi-atrocities-and-israel-
is-appalled/ (accessed 17 April 2020).
50 Wittenberg, Jason & Kopstein, Jeffrey, “Yes, some Poles were Nazi collaborators: The Polish 
Parliament is trying to legislate that away”, Washington Post, 2 February 2018, https://www.washing-
tonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2018/02/02/yes-some-poles-were-nazi-collaborators-the-polish-
parliament-is-trying-to-legislate-that-away/ (accessed 17 April 2020).
51 Hackmann, Jörg, “Defending the “Good Name” of the Polish Nation: Politics of History as a 
Battlefield in Poland, 2015–18”, Journal of Genocide Research 20:4 (2018), p. 603.
52 Landau, Noa & Aderet, Ofer, “Netanyahu on Softening of Polish Holocaust Law: We Fulfilled Our 
Duty to Safeguard Historical Truth”, Haaretz, (27 June 2018), https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/
netanyahu-israel-welcomes-softening-of-polish-holocaust-law-1.6219584 (accessed April 16, 2020). See 
also “Yad Vashem Historians Against Israeli-Polish Statement on ‘Holocaust Law’”, Haaretz, 5 July 2018.
53 Rothberg, Michael, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization 
(Stanford 2009), p. 3. 
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However, this might be challenging, as Dobrosielski argues, since there is no 
readiness to accept the perspective of multidirectional memory because pub-
lic debates in Poland seem constant and unchangeable.54 Gross’s critics from 
the right side of the political spectrum often argue that his works aim at 
moving Poles from a “community of pride” into a “community of shame”.55 
They feel threatened when Polish national honour is questioned or doubted 
and the past is assessed as less heroic than they would like to believe. There 
is no permission for admitting crimes committed by Poles as if that would 
automatically negate the recognition of their resistance and suffering. 

Anna Wolff-Powęska, a researcher of Polish historical culture during 
transition, argues that the democratic breakthrough in Eastern Europe 
resulted in a return to the past by societies whose memory was “occu-
pied” for decades. Many people share the conviction that Polish history 
has been a history of wars and enslavement and that experience defines 
the martyrdom perception of the community, where there is no permis-
sion to account for weaknesses and blame.56

The guardians of the “community of pride” encourage “affirmative pat-
riotism”, promote a cult of “accursed soldiers” (Żołnierze wyklęci, mem-
bers of post-war anti-Communist resistance) and emphasise the crimes of 
“Judeo-Communism” (żydokomuna) against the Polish nation.57 The myth 
of “Judeo-Communism” has also been used to blur Polish responsibility 
for crimes against the Jews and to portray Poles as victims.58 Cases indi-
cating the betrayal and murder of Jewish neighbours are not accepted as a 
legitimate subject of public discourse. For example, the story of the torture 
and murder of eleven Jews in Gniewczyna Łańcucka by local peasants and 
Germans, although acknowledged by historians, has not found its way into 
public awareness.59 Michal Cichy received a backlash for bringing to light 
the murder of Jews during the 1944 Warsaw Uprising.60

54 Dobrosielski (2017), pp. 238–39.
55 Forecki (2018), p. 67.
56 Wolff-Powęska (2017), pp. 10, 12.
57 Forecki (2018), pp. 89–92, 312.
58 Dobrosielski (2017), p. 124.
59 Markiel, Tadeusz & Skibińska, Alina, “Jakie to ma znaczenie, czy zrobili to z chciwości?” Zagłada 
domu Trynczerów (Warszawa 2011).
60 Cichy, Michał, “Polacy-Żydzi – czarne karty powstania”, Gazeta Wyborcza (29 January 1994), 
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The proponents of “affirmative patriotism” base their pride on Polish 
resistance efforts during World War II and assistance to Jews measured 
in the number of trees planted at Yad Vashem in honour of the Polish 
Righteous Among the Nations. The government and historians linked to it 
emphasise the “bright” and “positive” history of the Poles who rescued Jews 
and accuse Gross and other historians postulating similar claims of spread-
ing a “pedagogy of shame” and slandering the Polish nation. Numerous 
books have futhermore been published to challenge Gross’s theses, most 
notably by his most virulent critic, Marek Jan Chodakiewicz.61 

In reaction to works defying the accepted image of Poles as courageous 
and righteous, some Poles tend to focus on the positive auto image and are 
reluctant to accept or outright reject historical facts such as cases of indivi-
dual collaboration and handing over of Jews in hiding to Germans. Their 
image as a nation-victim excludes collaborationist or criminal behaviours.62 

In the Polish historical discourse, there is also a tendency to blame 
“disgraceful” behaviour on people outside of respectable society. Gross 
rejects the notion that the crimes were committed by the “dregs of soci-
ety”. Writing about the arrest of fifteen men investigated for their role 
in the Jedwabne pogrom, Gross states that “they were, to put it simply, 
a bunch of ordinary men”63 This is naturally infuriating to some Poles, 
who traditionally would blame the underclass for any crimes and exclude 
them from the broader society of people who did nothing wrong. In this 
way, it takes the responsibility off other groups.64

Competition in Suffering
For decades, the historiography of the Second World War developed as 
one of a ‘Polish’ and not a Jewish tragedy. This tendency also manifested 
itself in the drawing of comparisons of suffering and competitiveness in 

https://wyborcza.pl/magazyn/1,124059,12549057,POLACY___ZYDZI__CZARNE_KARTY_
POWSTANIA.html (accessed 17 April 2020).
61 Chodakiewicz, Marek Jan, Muszyński, Wojciech Jerzy & Styrna Paweł, Golden Harvest or Hearts of 
Gold? Studies on the Fate of Wartime Poles and Jews (Washington 2012).
62 Ambrosewicz-Jacobs (2017), pp. 32, 34. 
63 Gross (2001), p. 15. He is referring here to Christopher R. Browning’s “ordinary men”. 
64 See also Złote żniwa, p. 91. More on the discussion about blaming the “underclass” in Polish dis-
course, see Dobrosielski (2017), pp. 89–93. 
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victimhood. Poland is a site of constant competitive narratives of who 
suffered most—Polish Jews or non-Jewish Poles. Assmann argues that, 

[w]hereas offsetting guilt is a way to minimize one’s own share of it or nullify it completely, 
competition between victims is often a battle for the recognition of one’s own suffering. 
This sort of memory contest takes the form of a hierarchy of suffering, in which victims’ 
groups vie with each other for public recognition.65

The collective memory in Poland is the result of the historical trauma 
of firstly German occupation and, subsequently, of the nearly five dec-
ades of the communist regime. In present-day Poland, this trauma is 
used to re-establish certain historical narratives of righteousness and to 
minimise the crimes committed by some Poles against other victimised 
groups. 

Polish reactions to any discussions of complicity in the Holocaust 
or violence against other groups are symptomatic of the phenomenon 
of creating glorified and idealised memories at the expense of work-
ing through the trauma of the wartime experience of both Poles and 
Jews.66 It also results in an unwillingness to acknowledge the suffering 
of other groups, in this case of Polish Jews. On a macro level, the polit-
ical climate in Poland is congruent with the psychological tendency to 
split when trying to integrate traumatic experience.67 That is, because of 
the overwhelming number of destructive events in Poland’s history, it 
makes sense that fundamentalist and simplistic narratives might prevail. 
Therefore, it is of vital importance to wrestle with the complexities and 
grief inherent in reconciling a difficult past, in order to avoid simplistic 
narratives on both sides of the debate. During the Nazi occupation, the 
Poles suffered their own trauma but they also witnessed the destruction 
of Jewish communities. Cases of participating in the persecution of Jews 
were more frequent than the Poles would like to admit. Ambrosewicz-
Jacobs argues that Poles did not work through not only being the passive 
65 Assmann (2018), p. 231.
66 Cf. Laub, Dori, “Traumatic Shutdown of Narrative and Symbolization: A Death Instinct 
Derivative?”, Contemporary Psychoanalysis 41:2 (2005), pp. 307–26.
67 See Kalinowska, Małgorzata, “Monuments od Memory: Defensive Mechanism of the Collective 
Psyche and Their Manifestation in the Memorialization Process”, The Journal of Analytical Psychology 
57 (2012), pp. 425–44.
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witnesses to the Holocaust but also the instances of denouncing Jews and 
murdering them.68

Who Should Write about the Polish Past?
Debates about Gross are mainly discussions about Polish historical policy 
and vice versa. An important aspect of this discussion concerns who has the 
right to write critically about the Polish history, with criticisms often being 
raised against his alleged cultural alienation.69 Gross left Poland in 1969 and 
began his academic career in the United States.70 Other non-Polish histo-
rians writing about Polish history were not subjected to the same scrutiny 
as Gross because they did not challenge the Polish heroic narrative of the 
Second World War.71 Therefore, there is more at stake here than his critics 
admit. I would argue that because of that cultural and geographical distance 
it is easier for a scholar outside of Poland to deal with the history of Polish 
antisemitism and crimes against the Jews. Similarly, in Joanna Tokarska-
Bakir’s opinion, Gross would not have been able to write Neighbors if he had 
not lived abroad. She argues that it is impossible to see certain things from 
inside and that “the Polish obsession with innocence is impossible to notice. 
It is also impossible to see that the rules that govern Polish public and pri-
vate debates are controlled by this pressure of innocence.”72 

Discussing Golden Harvest, Gross remarked that it was not his inten-
tion to become a national therapist; he just wanted to write the truth about 
what happened.73 However, in Michał Okoński’s opinion, Gross’s writing, 
in which he combines a historical description with an attempt at national 
psychoanalysis, enables criticism by his opponents.74 His critics often also 

68 Ambrosewicz-Jacobs (2017), p. 42.
69 Magdalena Nowicka-Franczak analyses this topic in Niechciana debata. Spór o książki Jana Tomasza 
Grossa (Warszawa 2017).
70 Dobrosielski (2018), pp. 247, 250.
71 Ibid., p. 249.
72 Tokarska-Bakir, Joanna, “Obsessed with Innocence”, in The Neighbors Respond, ed.: Polonsky & 
Michlic (2004), p. 76.
73 “Nie burzę mitów, rozmowa z J. T. Grossem”, Gala 15 (2011), quoted after Dobrosielski (2018), p. 
280.
74 Okoński, Michał, “Polski kłopot z Grossem”, Tygodnik Powszechny 15 February, 2016. https://www.
tygodnikpowszechny.pl/polski-klopot-z-grossem-32410 (accessed 1 February 2020).
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question his credentials as a historian and an emphasis is put on him being 
a sociologist even though his works are historical and he held the chair of 
history at Princeton University. According to some circles in Poland, only 
historians are allowed to write about history in a meaningful way. We can 
also see monopolistic attempts to write Polish history by Polish historians; 
many see Gross as an outsider. In the Polish context, we also need to con-
sider the conflict between academic historians and populist politicians who 
aim at creating a historical narrative that fits a particular political agenda. 
Igor Torbakov correctly argues that history and memory in Poland became 
an ideological and political battleground.75

We are reminded of the dangers of politicians attempting to (re)write 
history when we consider the recent events at Yad Vashem. Following 
the commemoration of the liberation of Auschwitz at Yad Vashem in 
January 2020, which gave a platform to a Russian narrative of the Second 
World War, Yad Vashem historians felt they needed to offer their views. 
First, Dan Michman, head of Yad Vashem’s Institute for International 
Research, issued an apology for videos showed at the World Holocaust 
Forum hosted at Yad Vashem, which “included a number of inaccura-
cies that resulted in a partial and unbalanced presentation of historical 
facts.”76 The videos shown failed to mention the Molotov-Ribbentrop 
Pact of August 1939 and the partition of Poland between the Third Reich 
and the Soviet Union or the German occupation of western Europe. 
The maps in the videos presented incorrect borders of Poland and its 
neighbours and confused concentration camps with death camps.77 On 
13 February 2020, Havi Dreyfus, head of the Center for Research on 
the Holocaust in Poland at Yad Vashem, wrote an article in Haaretz on 
behalf of historians at Yad Vashem, explaining their position. She recalled 
President Reuven Rivlin’s call to leave “the history of the Holocaust to the 

75 Torbakov, Igor, “History, Memory and National Identity: Understanding the Politics of History 
and Memory Wars in Post-Soviet Lands”, Demokratizatsiya 19:3 (2011), p. 210.
76 “Israel’s Holocaust Museum Apologizes for Inaccurate Videos”, New York Times (3 February 
2020), https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2020/02/03/world/middleeast/ap-ml-israel-aus-
chwitz-liberation-anniversary.html (accessed 3 February 2020).
77 Aderet, Ofer, “Yad Vashem Apologizes for Historical Error at World Holocaust Forum”, Haaretz (3 
February 2020), https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-yad-vashem-apologizes-for-histori-
cal-error-at-world-holocaust-forum-1.8481112 (accessed 3 February 2020).
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historians” while also noting, “in recent years, we have been witnessing 
an increased involvement of politicians in shaping the historical narrative 
of the Holocaust”. She felt compelled to point out that the historians at 
Yad Vashem should “take a clear public professional stand”, even though 
“this is not a historian’s usual preoccupation”.78 The same can be said 
about the need for Polish historians to take a stand against the historical 
policy dictated by the PiS government.

Conclusion
Jolanta Ambrosewicz-Jacobs argues that the process of recovering the 
memory of the Holocaust in Poland, which started in the 1980s, is 
incomplete and influenced by historical policy.79 In its quest to white-
wash difficult aspects of Polish history, the PiS government spares 
no expense to counter the more critical approach to the Polish past. 
According to them, the official portrayal of the wartime history of 
Poland is a story of heroism, rescue and opposition to the Nazi occu-
pier. The process of remembering in Poland is at the same time a pro-
cess of forgetting and not remembering, exclusion and repression of 
unwanted memories of events and experiences.80 If there is some will-
ingness to remember what happened to Jews on Polish soil, in most 
cases there is an unwillingness to remember “what we did to them”. As 
we have seen it in the case of Jedwabne, there is a tendency to question 
or downplay cases of murder of Polish Jews by Poles during the war 
and in its aftermath. Even when there is some acknowledgment of the 
crime, explanations and justifications are hastily prepared, often to shift 
the blame onto the victims themselves.

The wartime history is re-written to fit the needs of this narrative, new 
museums are built and control over existing ones is taken over to impose 

78 Dreyfuss, Havi, “Not in the Name of Yad Vashem’s Historians”, Haaretz (13 February 2020), https://
www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-not-in-the-name-of-yad-vashem-s-historians-1.8527851?f-
bclid=IwAR2EnAGLm0BxdoCNItfP_ywRxzfjHD4w3xFfGCaLcmH2Ib0OSWMyK62Zmms 
(accessed 13 February 2020).
79 Ambrosewicz-Jacobs (2017), p. 24.
80 Nycz, Ryszard, “Polska pamięć”, Teksty Drugie. Teoria literatury, krytyka, interpretacja 6 (2016), p. 
10–11.
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a narrative that is acceptable and favoured by the PiS government. Joanna 
Michlic remarks, “according to PiS’s historical policy, the historian can 
only be a servant of the state who remakes and reshapes history accord-
ing to the orders of the state”.81 In this context, the works of Gross and 
historians of the Centre for Holocaust Research in Warsaw are seen as 
threatening the desired status quo. Thus, according to his opponents, the 
image of Poland coming from Gross’s books needs to be countered by 
works that present a Polish version of history, representing a pro-Polish 
historical policy, not a German or a Jewish one.

The practice of whitewashing Polish history of the Second World 
War resulted in, among other things, diplomatic tensions with Israel and 
Russia and historical disputes over Poland’s role in the Second World War. 
This practice leads to politics of exclusion. In September 2019, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin was not invited to a commemoration of the 
outbreak of the Second World War. In January 2020, Polish President 
Andrzej Duda boycotted the commemoration at Yad Vashem because he 
was not given the honour of speaking alongside other leaders including 
Vladimir Putin. It is not surprising given the Polish government’s part 
in distorting the record of the Second World War. Nevertheless, it also 
meant the Polish President had no opportunity to rebuke the Russian 
narrative that was provided a forum at Yad Vashem. 

It is clear that the politicisation of memory is promoting uncriti-
cal narratives about the past. The fact that these conversations under-
standably trigger complicated emotions contributes to the polarisation 
of ideas, and a sober discourse becomes seemingly impossible. The fact 
that the Polish government took the extraordinary step of criminalis-
ing thought speaks volumes about the emotional valence of the debate 
on Polish Second World War history. It has also served to romanticise 
Gross’s contributions for those who oppose these discriminatory poli-
cies, even though his work deserves critical appraisal as well. It leads to 
a poverty of nuance and inflates arguments on all sides, resulting in the 
aforementioned spectacles at Yad Vashem and elsewhere, where history is 
manipulated into power plays and geopolitical games. The saving grace is 

81 Michlic (2017), p. 305.
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that the blood spilled contributes to a dialectic, which brings these issues 
to the fore. We therefore might interpret the rage and defiance resulting 
from these conversations as underlining the importance of the debates 
themselves.
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When the Past Scorns the Present
Memory and Meaning of Bleiburg and 
Jasenovac in Contemporary Croatia

Goran Miljan

Seventy-five years after the end of the Second World War, conflicting nar-
ratives about the war, its impact and consequences for the Croatian people 
are omnipresent in Croatian society. The debates revolve around two lieux 
de mémoire: the Jasenovac concentration camp and a field near the small 
town Bleiburg in Austrian Carinthia.1 Jasenovac belonged to the larger 
camps in Second World War Europe, established in August 1941 and run by 
the fascist Ustašas in the Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna Država 
Hrvatska, NDH).2 It was the final destination for a majority of the eighty 
percent of the Croatian Jews that perished, as well as for tens of thou-
sands of Roma, Serbs and political enemies of the regime. In May 1945, 
the defeated Ustaša forces and accompanying civilians made their retreat 
towards Austria, where a majority of them surrendered to the British, who 
handed them over to the Yugoslav communist partisans under the leader-
ship of Josip Broz “Tito” at Bleiburg. Tito’s partisans took the captives on 
“death marches”3 in Yugoslavia, during which mass liquidations took place 
on various locations in present-day Slovenia and northern Croatia.4 
1 The full name of the Jasenovac camp system was Ustaša Defense Command of the Jasenovac 
Transit Camp. 
2 See Mataušić, Nataša, Jasenovac: 1941–1945. Logor smrti i radni logor (Jasenovac 2003); Goldstein, Ivo 
& Goldstein, Slavko, The Holocaust in Croatia (Pittsburgh 2016); Goldstein, Ivo, Jasenovac (Zagreb & 
Jasenovac 2018); Benčić, Andriana et al., Jasenovac - manipulacije, kontroverze i povijesni revizionizam. 
Zbornik radova (Jasenovac 2018). 
3 In contemporary Croatia, these marches are populary known and often referred to as Križni put 
(Road of the Cross). 
4 Znanstveni skup Bleiburg i Križni put 1945., “Bleiburg i Križni put 1945.: zbornik radova sa znanst-
venoga skupa, Zagreb 12. travnja 2006” (Zagreb, 2006); Pavlaković, Vjeran, “Deifying the Defeated: 
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During the Jasenovac commemoration on 12 April 2019, Ognjen 
Kraus, the president of the Union of Jewish Communities, made the 
following remark to the Croatian government and politicians: “If you 
had invested the same amount of energy talking to us as you did regard-
ing the commemoration at Bleiburg, [today] we would have had a joint 
commemoration.”5 With these words, Kraus pointed out that the com-
memoration at Jasenovac had taken place on two separate occasions 
for the fourth consecutive year.6 However, the criticism also alluded to 
the fact that a few weeks earlier, a group of Croatian politicians had 
engaged in sensitive talks with the Austrian authorities pertaining to 
a decision by the diocese of Gurk-Klagenfurt to prohibit the Croatian 
bishop from holding mass during the Bleiburg commemorations. The 
diocese had taken the decision because “[t]he Holy Mass at Bleiburg 
was part of an event which is politically instrumental and is part of the 
political and national ritual, which serves for a selective perception and 
description of history.”7 The Austrian decision caused an outcry among 
Croatian politicians, government officials and clergy. During a meeting 
of the EU parliamentary speakers in Vienna, Croatian speaker Gordan 
Jandroković met with Wolfgang Sobotka, the President of the Austrian 

Commemorating Bleiburg Since 1990,” L’Europe en Formation 357:3 (2010), p. 128; Goldstein, Slavko, 
Jasenovac i Bleiburg nisu isto (Zagreb 2011); Grahek Ravančić, Martina, Bleiburg i Križni put 1945. 
Historiografija, publicistika i memoarska literatura (Zagreb 2015).
5 Gross, Jan Tomasz, “Die Osteuropäer haben kein Schamgefühl”, Die Welt, 13 October 2015, https://
net.hr/danas/hrvatska/komemoracija-u-jasenovcu-kraus-porucio-opet-smo-ovdje-vec-cetvrti-put-sa-
mi-mi-potomci-zrtava-zlocinacke-ndh/ (accessed 15 February 2020).
6 One could argue there were in fact three separate commemorations, considering that the acting 
Croatian president Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović attended the memorial on her own; Jutarnji list, 
13 April 2019, https://www.jutarnji.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/video-predsjednica-grabar-kitarovic-pos-
jetila-jasenovac-dan-prije-sluzbene-komemoracije-ispod-spomenika-ostavila-bijele-ruze/8731529/ 
(accessed 15 February 2020). One commemoration was organised on 12 April by the represen-
tatives of the Coordination of Jewish Municipalities, Serbian National Council, Union of the 
Roma people in Croatia “Sali Kari” and the Union of Antifascist Fighters and Antifascists of the 
Republic of Croatia. The Croatian government organised a second commemoration two days later; 
Dnevnik.hr, 12 April 2019, https://dnevnik.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/antifasisti-i-manjinske-udruge-cet-
vrti-put-u-odvojenoj-koloni-sjecanja-u-jasenovcu---556733.html (accessed 15 February 2020).
7 Mamić, Tomislav, Jutarnji list, 9 March 2019, https://www.jutarnji.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/nakon-
zabrane-austrijskih-biskupa-misu-za-bleiburg-sele-u-macelj-na-desnici-nisu-time-odusevljeni-tamo-
nema-sanse-skupiti-vise-od-par-tisuca-ljudi/8466554/ (accessed 15 February 2020).
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National Council, to discuss the matter. After the meeting, Jandroković 
said that a commemoration would be held, but also that “no fascist sym-
bols are acceptable”.8

Prime minister Andrej Plenković reflected on the issue at a govern-
ment session in March 2019, claiming that for Croatia Bleiburg stands 
as one of the symbols of the worst suffering of Croats in the twentieth 
century. He also condemned the “denial of this tragedy or relativisation 
of the criminal character of the Ustaša regime,” while repeating what 
had by then become a recurring phrase; that the government “clearly 
distances itself from all totalitarianisms”.9 He continued by saying that 
the government had taken steps through its embassies and ministries 
to find a constructive solution to the situation.10 From a more radical 
point of view, the Croatian EU parliamentarian Ruža Tomašić blamed 
“leftist lobbies” for the Austrian decision and claimed it infringed upon 
the “rights to peaceful and dignified rest for the innocent victims of 
this unprecedented massacre in recent European history”.11 The Croatian 
Catholic Church also reacted with a special communique in which it 
regretted the decision and rejected the reasons that had been given by 
the Austrian authorities for banning the commemoration. The Church 
furthermore specified that the decision to “deny an opportunity to pray 
for the victims of this great tragedy of the Croatian people means to dis-
respect the victims and [represents] a loss of sensibility for the suffering 
of innocent people”.12

8 Slobodna Dalmacija, 8 April 2019, https://slobodnadalmacija.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/jandrokovic-se-s-aus-
trijskom-kolegom-dogovorio-oko-bleiburga-komemoracija-ce-se-odrzati-ali-uz-strogo-pridrzavan-
je-zakona-ni-jedna-ni-druga-strana-ne-zeli-fasisticka-obiljezja-597887 (accessed 7 February 2020).
9 Index.hr, 15 March 2019, https://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/plenkovic-na-vladi-o-misi-na-bleibur-
gu-nadam-se-da-ce-se-pronaci-rjesenje/2071090.aspx?index_ref=read_more_d (accessed 7 February 
2020); also see Većernji list, 15 March 2019, https://www.vecernji.hr/vijesti/cilj-obiljezavanja-mora-bi-
ti-komemoracija-zrtava-i-iskazivanje-pijeteta-1306934 (accessed 7 February 2020); Narod.hr, 15 March 
2019, https://narod.hr/hrvatska/plenkovic-o-bleiburgu-nadam-se-da-ce-se-pronaci-rjesenje (accessed 7 
February 2020).
10 Ibid.
11 Priznajem.hr, https://priznajem.hr/novosti/hrvatska/reagirala-ruza-tomasic-otkrila-tko-je-kriv-za-za branu  -
mi se-na-bleiburgu/82672/ (accessed 7 February 2020). Also see https://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/to masic-
beskrupulozni-lijevi-lobiji-su-krivi-za-zabranu-mise-na-bleiburgu/2069572.aspx (accessed 7 February 2020).
12 Hbk.hr, 8 March 2019, http://hbk.hr/priopcenje-hbk-u-povodu-zabrane-mise-zadusnice-na-bleibur-
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These examples show that the Bleiburg commemoration invokes more 
emotions and activism, even among politicians, than the one in Jasenovac. 
This chapter explores these differences by looking into how political 
change influenced narratives and discourses concerning Jasenovac and 
Bleiburg by focusing on tropes such as the innocent victim, the relation-
ship between tragedy and nation, and the role of fascism. These concepts 
are omnipresent in discussions about the Bleiburg events and are crucial 
for a better understanding of the ambivalence concerning the yearly com-
memoration. 

“Finally, we get to write our own history”
In his “disciplinary matrix of historical research”, Jörn Rüsen provides a 
theoretical perspective on how to understand the relationship between 
political change, history writing and identity. According to Rüsen, major 
political change results in the need for orientation on societal and indi-
vidual levels, which causes the need for the development of a new theo-
retical framework. These, in turn, influence historical methods and forms 
of representation, eventually shaping discourse and collective memory on 
societal levels (for details, see Dulić and Kostić’s contribution to this vol-
ume).13 This means that what Rüsen refers to as “catastrophic” political 
change of the type that befell the formerly socialist countries can provide 
an “uncharted space” for new narratives of historical events due to the 
abandonment of the previous Marxist-influenced interpretative frame-
work. It is also to be assumed that such developments are more common 

skom-polju/ (accessed 7 February 2020). Ruža Tomašić is well known for her ambiguous stance towards 
the Ustašas. She for instanc saw no problem in having her picture taken under the portrait of Ante 
Pavelić during a visit to the Croatian community in Australia. For more on this, see Jutarnji list, 
11 February 2014, https://www.jutarnji.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/ruza-tomasic-ogradila-se-od-ustastva-pa-
nastupila-pod-slikom-ante-pavelica/862528/ (accessed 7 February 2020). For her youthful admira-
tion of Ante Pavelić, see Index.hr, 31 March 2019, https://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/ruza-toma-
sic-u-ustaskoj-uniformi-izvodila-pjesme-o-pavelicu/2089586.aspx (accessed 7 February 2020) and 
also Karlović-Sabolić, Marina, Slobodna Dalmacija, 31 May 2019, https://slobodnadalmacija.hr/
vijesti/hrvatska/mlada-ruza-tomasic-nosila-ustasku-uniformu-i-pisala-pjesme-pavelicu-i-ne-srami-se-
toga-nije-morao-pristati-na-rasne-zakone-ali-dobro-nije-morao-imati-logore-ali-valjda-je-tada-bio-
rat-606422 (accessed 7 February 2020). 
13 Rüsen, Jörn, Evidence and Meaning: A Theory of Historical Studies (New York 2017), pp. 42–64.
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in societies such as Croatia, which combine a post-conflict transition 
with incomplete state- and nation-building processes. 

In contemporary Croatia, the end of communist rule created such an 
“uncharted space” in historiography and public discourse that was filled 
with narratives based on the simplistic understanding that “finally, we get 
to write our own history”. Parts of the academic and political elites have 
since framed historical developments and events as part of an agenda that 
seeks to help construct a “new” identity based on ethnocentric interpre-
tations of national history. As a result, a new space has become opened 
for national history to be re-written in accordance with a narrative that 
emphasises the role of Croatian victimhood. The framework takes two 
fundamental concepts as its point of departure; the nation and the state. 

The fact that the construction of the framework occurred during the 
conflict of the 1990s and dissolution of Yugoslavia further cemented 
the two notions as the primary goals of historical development. This is 
not surprising, considering that the period saw an upsurge of national-
ist narratives about the Second World War and the twentieth-century 
in general, whose purpose it was to mobilise the masses for the “just” 
national cause.14 As part of the change that happened, fascists and their 
supporters often became remoulded into national heroes and victims 
of communist terror. The “new” narrative of the twentieth century, and 
especially of the Second World War, thus fostered a discourse domi-
nated by the clear-cut dichotomy of us (the Croat victims) and them 
(the Serbian communist villains and oppressors). According to Mirjana 
Gross, such an interpretation of the past established itself as the central 
pillar for the master narrative of Croatian victimhood during the twenti-
eth century. This profoundly ethnocentric approach confined historical 
research to “its own backyard”, in which narrations of historical events 
also became constructed around the notion of Croatian history as a con-
tinuous struggle for survival of “innocent” Croats against “evil” oppres-
sors.15 As shown by Maja Brkljačić, it was the nation-state that stood at 

14 MacDonald, David Bruce, Balkan holocausts? Serbian and Croatian Victim-centred Propaganda and 
the War in Yugoslavia (Manchester & New York 2002), p. 258. 
15 For one of the early criticisms of Croatian historiography, see Gross, Mirjana, “Europska ili pro-
vincijalna historiografija”, Časopis za suvremenu povijest 29:2 (1997), 311–22. Gross argued that the 
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the centre of the narratives, with historical events “appraised as either 
beneficial or harmful to the creation of the [independent] state”.16 

Three issues stand out concerning the dominant narratives about the 
Second World War. First, since the Ustašas established a state—never 
mind its racial laws and fascist ideology—the fetishisation of “the state” 
was enough to create an atmosphere in which the fascist leader Ante 
Pavelić was celebrated simply because of his role in establishing it.17 The 
second issue concerns the Ustaša fascist salute, Za dom spremni (For the 
Homeland Ready), which appeared on a military insignia of the “Rafael 
Vitez Boban” paramilitary unit in 1991 (itself named after an infamous 
NDH general during the Second World War). Its members had no 
issues with giving speeches under Pavelić’s picture or calling themselves 
Ustašas while celebrating the establishment of the NDH by marching 
through Split in 1995.18 Third, since Tito’s partisans—labelled commu-
nist or even Serbo-communists—defeated the Ustašas and “destroyed” 
their state, communists and Serbs became the evil “other” whose only 
goal was to oppress and, if needed, murder “innocent” Croats. Even 
Franjo Tuđman, the first Croatian president and a historian by voca-
tion, participated with his authority in formation of such a narrative 
when claiming “[t]he NDH was not only a quisling [treasonous] entity 
and fascist crime, but also an expression of the historical aspiration of 
the Croatian people for their independent state.”19 Consequently, the 

dominant ethnocentric view was devastating when it came to historical research and that Croatian 
historiography was in danger of remaining “confined to its backyard”. The statement that bears signif-
icance twenty years later when it comes to research on issues of fascism and the Holocaust. For more 
on historical research on fascism in contemporary Croatia, see Miljan, Goran, Croatia and the Rise of 
Fascism: The Youth Movement and the Ustasha During WWII (London & New York 2018), pp. 19–25. 
16 Brkljačić, Maja, “What Past Is Present?”, International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 17:1 
(2003), p. 42.
17 Pavlaković, Vjeran, “Flirting with Fascism: The Ustaša Legacy and Croatian Politics in the 1990s”, 
in The Shared History and The Second World War and National Question in ex Yugoslavia, ed.: Darko 
Gavrilović (Novi Sad 2008), p. 121. Also in Miljan (2018), p. 67.
18 For the celebration and glorification of the fascist leader and the NDH members of HOS, see 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OOWbx9KUrAY (accessed 10 February 2020). The unit was 
named after the ranking Ustaša Jure Francetić and his notorious “Black Legion” (Crna Legija), which 
is another expression of the nostalgia and admiration of the regime.
19 Goldstein, Ivo, ”Od partijnosti u doba socjializma do revizionizma devedesetih - Ima li građanska 
historiografija šansi?”, in Hrvatska historiografija XX. stoljeća. Između znanstvenih paradigmi i ideoloških 
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Independent State of Croatia became depicted in a more positive light, 
which meant that the post-1945 period became the period of destruc-
tion and oppression. Statehood thus became the primary goal in a 
deterministic interpretation of history, while everything else including 
fascism represented an insignificant distraction from the charted path. 
When applied to the narrative about the NDH, Croatian suffering and 
victimhood often acquired primacy over Ustaša fascist ideology and 
practices of institutionalised destruction. This is perfectly in line with 
Aleida Assmann’s theorising that the notion of victimhood and suffer-
ing helps to strengthen the self-image, while the notion of guilt carries 
the perceived potential of destroying it.20 

Downplaying Ustaša Fascism and Violence
Grand narratives of the Second World War, fascism, violence and the 
Holocaust became problematic and therefore only had a secondary 
importance in post-socialist Croatia. Some authors argued that crimes 
committed by the Ustašas did not happen for ideological reasons, with 
responsibility being pinned either on the Serbian victim group or on 
“the anti-emancipatory Yugoslavism, anti-Croatian politics during the 
Kingdom of Yugoslavia and irresponsible individuals with sadist and 
masochistic impulses, careerists, and immoral people”.21 There was no 
room in the narrative for fascism as the driving force behind the Ustaša 
policies of mass violence and genocide. Furthermore, the responsibil-
ity for the Holocaust in the NDH thus became attributed to the Nazis, 
while undeniable Ustaša mass murders were either seen as provoked by 
the victims, or became construed as acts of individual sadists and luna-
tics. Above all, the idea of Yugoslavism and its manifestations became the 
primary cause of all evils. 

The acknowledgment of the fascist Ustaša ideology, the Ustašas’ par-
ticipation in the Holocaust and their intent to destroy those groups con-

zahtjeva, eds.: Srećko Dobrovšak and Ljiljana Lipovčan (Zagreb 2005), p. 67.
20 Assmann Aleida & Clift, Sarah, Shadows of Trauma: Memory and the Politics of Postwar Identity 
(New York 2016), p. 63. 
21 Tko je tko u NDH, eds.: Zdravko Grčić et al. (Zagreb 1997).
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sidered “unworthy of belonging” could hardly be reconciled with the 
image of the innocent and victimised nation. In fact, their historical 
record could only endanger the efforts to establish the grand historical 
narrative of victimhood. By absolving the Ustašas from responsibility, 
it became possible to disseminate an image of Croats as innocent vic-
tims of an unjust historical development. All this occurred despite the 
fact that the Ustaša regime enjoyed substantial autonomy from Nazi 
Germany (which recognised its sovereignty as an independent state); 
that it established and ran its concentration camps independently of 
German influence; that it viewed the implementation of racial ideas, 
policies, and practices as normal and justified.22 

In 1997, the publication Tko je tko u NDH (Who’s Who in the NDH) 
was produced to provide biographical information about the key actors 
in the Ustaša regime. It included some of the most prominent histori-
ans of the time, as well as journalists, theologians, museologists and other 
experts in their respective fields. While the primary purpose was to provide 
biographical information about individuals, editor Trpimir Macan in his 
introduction claimed that the history of the NDH “is neither sufficiently 
nor objectively researched”, and elaborated on two different views: 

According to some, the Ustašas were fascists, ideological and practical followers 
of dictatorial totalitarianism brought in from abroad, [while] according to oth-
ers, the Ustašas were guided by the principle of state formation, and not by the 
principles of fascism and national socialism.23 

Macan’s description is illustrative of the ambiguity created by the eth-
nocentric narrative, which allowed for the nostalgic and apologetic 
approach. It had been propagated by the Argentina-based émigré 
journal Hrvatska revija, according to which the NDH was a modern 
nation-state and a realisation of a centuries-old dream of statehood for 

22 For some of the studies on the different aspects of the Ustaša ideology and policies, see Dulić, 
Tomislav, Utopias of Nation: Local Mass Killing in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 1941–42, diss. (Uppsala 
2005); Yeomans, Rory, Visions of Annihilation: The Ustasha Regime and the Cultural Politics of Fascism, 
1941–1945 (Pittsburgh 2013); Bartulin, Nevenko, The Racial Idea in the Independent State of Croatia: 
Origins and Theory, vol. 4 (Leiden 2014); Goldstein & Goldstein (2016); Miljan (2018).
23 Macan, Trpimir, ”Nezavisna Država Hrvatska: pristupi i dvojbe,” in Tko je tko u NDH, eds.: 
Zdravko Grčić et al. (Zagreb 1997), vii–viii.
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the Croatian people. The journal stood as the key emigrant media in 
the post-1945 period and was established by Vinko Nikolić and Antun 
Bonifačić, once supporters of the Ustaša regime and admirers of its 
“Leader” (Poglavnik) Ante Pavelić.24 Some of the emigrants, including 
Vinko Nikolić, returned to Croatia in the 1990s and became involved in 
politics or historical research.25 

Bleiburg and the Hierarchy of Victims
Turning to Bleiburg, we find two competing narratives: the communist 
“narrative of silence”, and the post-communist “narrative of innocence”. 
The “narrative of silence”, emerged during the communist period, when 
Bleiburg remained a taboo topic “and was only addressed vaguely as the 
battle against ‘collaborationist guerrillas’”.26 The silence followed the offi-
cial ideological line and its hold on the narratives of the Second World 
War and what Dragović-Soso calls the “sacred cows” of communist his-
tory writing.27 These consisted of a grand narrative about the events of the 
twentieth century that was divided into the tropes of (i) the positive value 
of unification; (ii) the negative nature of interwar Yugoslavia; and (iii) 
the unquestionably positive interpretation of the “war of national liber-
ation and the socialist revolution”.28 Historical research thus remained 
confined within the strict boundaries of the official narrative and formu-
lated according to communist party “guidelines” and “truths”. Research 
on Bleiburg remained confined to the topics of final battles “during 

24 Antun Bonifačić wrote for the journal Ustaša Youth.
25 Another interesting case is Jere Jareb, who returned from the United States where he was a professor 
of history at Saint Francis College, Loretto. Jareb was actively involved in the youth policies of the 
Ustaša regime and served as the editor-in-chief of the journal Ustaška mladež (Ustasha Youth), writing 
articles full of admiration for Ante Pavelić; Miljan (2018), pp. 58, 176. For more on the émigré circles 
and their interpretations, see Goldstein, Ivo & Goldstein Slavko, Holokaust u Zagrebu (Zagreb 2001); 
Kisić-Kolanović, Nada, ”Povijest NDH kao predmet istraživanja”, Časopis za suvremenu povijest 34:3 
(2002), p. 685.
26 Radonić, Ljiljana, “Commemorating Bleiburg. Croatia’s Struggle with Historical Revisionism”, 
Cultures of History Forum (11 June 2019), p. 2. 
27 Dragović-Soso, Jasna, Saviours of the Nation: Serbia’s Intellectual Opposition and the Revival of 
Nationalism (London 2002), p. 71. 
28 Ibid.
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the withdrawal of the fleeing NDH troops and refugee columns,” with 
authors asking “no questions regarding the responsibility for what hap-
pened since the perspective they offer is solely from the winning side”.29 
Thus, the “official history” in communist Yugoslavia tended to avoid the 
topic due to its potential to disrupt the idea of “brotherhood and unity”, 
while the grand narrative of the Second World War and communist revo-
lution served the purpose of erasing Bleiburg from the collective memory 
in Yugoslavia.30

The second narrative focused on the commemoration of the Bleiburg 
event and was preserved, albeit in a distorted manner, through activi-
ties and publications, primarily in Hrvatska revija. As Tatjana Šarić has 
shown, the articles were not scientific, nor did they strive to be. These 
were rather personal, subjective views of the events combined with per-
sonal testimonies, recollections, or individual impressions.31 The “narra-
tive of innocence” connected to Bleiburg was therefore created through 
subjective interpretations, influenced by personal histories and experi-
ences connected to the Second World War and the immediate post-war 
period. However, the activities that aimed to preserve the memory of 
Bleiburg also focused on commemorative practices. The first commemo-
ration took place in 1952 and was followed by annual commemorations 
organised by The Bleiburg Honorary Guard. In 1956, the event received 
support from the Croatian Liberation Movement, established by Ante 
Pavelić. In 1976, activists erected a marble memorial stone on a plot of 
land at the site, which was purchased in 1965.32

However, it was not until the fall of communism and the subse-
quent break-up of Yugoslavia that Bleiburg achieved a significant role 
in Croatian collective memory. The Bleiburg commemoration provided 
the much-needed historical event through which the symbolic mean-
ing of suffering and victimhood could be practiced and transferred into 
collective memory. It thus gained overwhelming precedence over com-
29 Grahek Ravančić, Martina, “The Historiography of Bleiburg and the Death Marches since Croatian 
Independence”, Politička misao LV (2018), p. 135.
30 Pavlaković (2010), p. 134.
31 Šarić, Tatjana, “Bleiburške žrtve na stranicama Hrvatske revije,” Časopis za suvremenu povijest 36:2 
(2004): 505–21; Grahek Ravančić (2018), p. 134.
32 Pavlaković (2010), pp. 134–35. 
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memorations of the systematic and institutionalised destruction carried 
out by the Ustaša fascist regime in the Jasenovac concentration camp, 
while also becoming the chosen historical event of national memory “on 
the basis of which all further historical experiences can then be inter-
preted and evaluated”.33 Bleiburg thus serves as an interesting example of 
Assmann’s argument that “defeats are remembered and reactivated with 
the greatest degree of pathos and ceremonial expense in cases where a 
nation bases its identity on a sense of itself as a victim”.34

The change in narration is explained by the fact that Bleiburg, unlike 
Jasenovac, provides a more suitable experience or myth to serve as the 
event that solidifies and hegemonises the ‘victim narrative’ in collec-
tive memory. While both commemorations emphasise the importance 
of honouring and showing piety towards victims, current practices 
and discourses prioritise the Bleiburg commemoration over the one in 
Jasenovac. While changes in narrations and explanations did occur espe-
cially in the early 2000s, the mnemonic war seems to be a never-ending 
struggle with a constant tendency to resurface when needed and consid-
ered appropriate by political elites.35 

“The Croatian Holocaust”
Following the death of Franjo Tuđman, a new government rose to power 
that was keen on making the EU accession process a top priority for 
Croatia. This led to a more open and tolerant discourse about Croatia’s 
troubled past, especially relating to the Second World War.36 Ivo and 
Slavko Goldstein’s Holokaust u Zagrebu (The Holocaust in Zagreb) was 
published in 2001 and still remains the only major study of the Holocaust 
in the NDH.

33 Assmann & Clift (2016), p. 49.
34 Assmann & Clift (2016), p. 48.
35 Radonić, Ljiljana, ”Croatian Politics of the Past. Just One More Post-communist Case Study?”, 
Istorija 20. veka 1 (2012), pp. 208–10. Ljiljana Radonić argues the changes happened (i) when Tuđman 
came to power; (ii) following Tuđman’s death and the political changes in 2000; and (iii) after the 
return of the conservative HDZ party to power in 2008. One can also add a fourth period of change, 
which resulted from the acceptance of Croatia to the EU in 2013.
36 Radonić (2012), pp. 208–10.
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While Goldstein’s contribution represents a turning-point in Croatian 
historiography, books with firmly nationalistic narratives continued to 
flourish, alongside distortions of historical events and terms. Ivan Prcela’s 
Croatian Holocaust: Documents and Testimonies about the Postwar Massacres 
in Yugoslavia (published by the Croatian Society of Political Prisoners) is 
perhaps the best example of this.37 The book was not accidentally pub-
lished simultaneously with the first study dealing with the Ustašas vol-
untary participation in the destruction of the European Jews and its title 
was a conscious choice.38 The application of the same terminology to these 
separate events is a far cry from the type of “multidirectional” exchange 
that Rothberg refers to, but instead represents the type of universalisa-
tion that invariably leads to a trivialisation of the Holocaust.39 It moreover 
equates the Jewish experience with the victimisation of fascists and their 
passive and/or active supporters and bystanders, some of whom partici-
pated in the Holocaust. This can only be understood if one keeps in mind 
that Croatian Holocaust was an almost identical reprint of Ivan Prcela and 
Stanko Guldescu’s English-language Tito’s Slaugherhouse from 1969, which 
contained an “analysis” of wartime events by Vjekoslav “Maks” Luburić. 
During the Second World War, Luburić headed section III of the Ustaša 
Supervisory Office, the very administrative unit responsible for the organ-
isation and running of the Concentration camp system in the NDH.

When viewed from the paradigm of a “victimhood narrative”, the title 
of the book nevertheless serves its intended purpose. The authors set out 
to portray Croats as innocent victims, exposed to the same destructive 
process in the immediate post-war period as Jews had been subjected 
to during the war, the process of intentional annihilation of a national 
group. The authors justified the title of the monograph with the follow-
ing words: 
37 Prcela, Ivan John, Hrvatski holokaust. Dokumenti i svjedočanstva o poratnim pokoljima u Jugoslaviji 
(Zagreb 2001). 
38 It is often argued that innocent Croatian civilians, including women, children and the elderly, were 
killed en masse by the communist forces in Bleiburg. However, the exact number of killed civilians 
remains unknown and there is actually very little data on this. Whether this is true or not requires 
further research, but nationalist narratives concerning Bleiburg nevertheless tend to emphasise this 
aspect, while often avoiding to mention fascist and other collaborationist forces. 
39 Rothberg, Michael, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization 
(Stanford 2009), p. 5.
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The title “Croatian Holocaust” is appropriate for this work also because of the 
various cruelties, which the Yugo-partisans and Serbo-communist have inflicted 
upon hundreds of thousands of Croatian victims […] They have killed all male 
and female Croats who have been thinking in national terms because their goal 
was for the Croats to disappear and forever remain without their state!! All this 
was a great Croatian Holocaust!40 

The number of hundreds of thousands of victims, while vague and lack-
ing any historical substance, serves to show the imagined scale of the 
destruction and to emphasise its purportedly genocidal character. When 
paired with the terms Yugo-partisans and Serbo-communists as perpetra-
tors, the story fits perfectly into a framework that seeks to achieve two 
aims besides depicting Croats as a victim nation. On the one hand, 
the term “Yugo-partisans” serves to describe all Croats who had partic-
ipated in Tito’s anti-fascist movement as disloyal, since they fought for 
the re-establishment of the Yugoslav state in 1945. The construct “Serbo-
communists”, on the other hand, serves to combine two negative terms 
as a threat to the Croatian nation and statehood. The Serbs are not only 
the “obvious” anti-Croatian force from the onset of modern history, 
whose idea to rule over Croats and their state became ever more radical-
ised and brutal once they adopted communist ideology and practices; 
the neologism also creates a framework for the identification of those 
guilty of injustice and suffering. These include Serbs as the negators of 
Croatian statehood and carriers of the “Yugoslav idea”; partisans as per-
petrators and supporters of the “Yugoslav idea”; and communists as car-
riers of the Bolshevik anti-national ideology. 

Another interesting aspect concerns the connection that Croatian 
Holocaust makes between Bleiburg and the 1990s Homeland War. 
References are made to the defence of the country in the 1990s as a 
means by which to end “Serbian domination” by establishing the state 
for which the Croats have yearned for centuries, but which they were 
always deprived of by “aliens”.41 The book even received a “scientific val-

40 Prcela (2001), vii. The author’s death toll is in the several hundreds of thousands, which is similar 
to figures quoted by revisionists and national hardliners in Serbia when it comes to the number of 
Serbs killed in Jasenovac.
41 Prcela (2001), p. 122.
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idation” of sorts by way of historian Josip Jurčević’s review. The broader 
success of the book among the general public can be discerned by the 
fact that another edition was published four years later, entitled Croatian 
Holocaust II.42 

The messages that the Bleiburg commemoration wishes to send out 
have changed over time, which is perhaps best illustrated by the changes 
on the stone slab at the memorial site. The original inscription read: 
“In Honour and Glory of the Fallen Croatian Army, May 1945”. It 
changed in November 2004 to “In memory of the Innocent Victims of 
the Bleiburg Tragedy, May 1945” and then again in 2007 to “In memory 
of the Croatian victims of the Bleiburg tragedy”.43 The inscription thus 
went from honouring the Croatian army (which fought alongside the 
German Wehrmacht) to honouring victims in general, and then again 
to only mentioning Croatian victims. This shows that as a result of the 
political change in the post-1989 period, the Bleiburg commemoration 
became established as an event in which only Croatian victims were 
to be commemorated to fit the “victimhood narrative”. Allowing for 
the commemoration of other victims, including German army units 
or Serbian nationalist Četniks that died at the hands of the partisans, 
would undermine the interpretation of a clear intent by Tito’s partisans 
to kill innocent Croats, simply because these were the carriers of the idea 
of Croatian statehood and independence. 

While the rhetoric has changed over time, almost none of the sym-
bolic representations and grand narratives have. As Vjeran Pavlaković 
wrote after visiting Bleiburg in 2009: “The presence of several hundred 
individuals with Ustaša symbols, uniforms, and flags indicates that the 
memory of the NDH is still manifested”.44 Bleiburg remains a place of 
controversy, a place where ethnocentric historical narratives find their 
fullest expression and where Croats—quite unlike in Jasenovac—are 
innocent victims pure and simple. It is a place where political ideol-
ogies and confrontations come to the fore, such as when in 2012 the 

42 Prcela, Ivan John, ed., Hrvatski holokaust II. Dokumenti i svjedočanstva o poratnim pokoljima u 
Jugoslaviji, 2nd ed. (Zagreb 2005). 
43 Pavlaković (2010), p. 135.
44 Pavlaković (2010), p. 146.
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social-democratic government decided not to sponsor the event; a deci-
sion that was changed in 2016 when a conservative centre-right govern-
ment returned to power.

Universalising the Holocaust
Why is the memory and meaning of Bleiburg as the central event of 
Croatia’s twentieth-century history given primacy over Jasenovac? To 
understand this, it is necessary to recognise the prevailing, often excul-
pating, narratives about the Ustaša and their regime. The historian Josip 
Jurčević said during a television show in May 2017 that Croats still have 
not come to terms with the basic fact that “this is by far the largest 
tragedy in Croatian history”.45 Similarly, Zlatko Hasanbegović, historian 
and Minister of Culture in 2016, gave a speech during the 2012 Bleiburg 
commemoration in which he reflected on the fact that the social-demo-
cratic government decided to withhold Parliament support for the event 
by saying: “This decision is an expression of ideological blindness and 
represents a desecration of a memory about the victims of the great-
est tragedy in the history of Croatian people.”46 The narrative is fur-
ther supported by various conservative news portals, where Bleiburg is 
often depicted as the “symbol of the greatest tragedy of Croatian people, 
but also of the greatest wrongdoings of Yugo-Serbian nationalism”.47 It 
can frequently also be found on religious portals, where one often men-
tions the figure of 500,000 deaths and refers to “the greatest tragedy 
of Croatian people, which is confirmed by historical research and sta-
tistics”.48 Ruling politicians, however, instead refer to it as “one of the 

45 Hrvatska danas, 11 May 2017, https://hrvatska-danas.com/2017/05/11/jurcevic-o-bleiburgu-ni-
je-se-dogodilo-suocavanje-s-tim-da-se-radi-o-daleko-najvecoj-tragediji-u-hrvatskoj-povijesti/ 
(accessed 10 February 2020).
46 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8BhSmd5ZWkw (accessed 17 February 2020). The section of 
the speech quoted here runs from approximately 55 seconds until 1 minute 13 seconds.
47 Narod.hr, 15 May 2019, https://narod.hr/kultura/15-svibnja-1945-memento-uoci-bleiburga-najve-
ca-tragedija-hrvatskog-naroda-obavijena-velom-sutnje-kao-da-jugoslavija-nije-nestala (accessed 12 
February 2020).
48 Tadić, Mate, Put, istina, život, http://put-istina-zivot.com/zrtve-bleiburga-jasenovca/ (accessed 12 
February 2020).
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greatest tragedies of Croatian people”, no doubt because they know that 
claiming it represents a greater tragedy than Jasenovac would not go 
down well among their European colleagues.49 

However, that does not prevent politicians from equalising the two 
lieux de mémoire by resorting to Holocaust universalisation. During 
his 2016 speech at Bleiburg, parliamentary speaker Željko Rainer, for 
instance, said that while not all victims were murdered in Bleiburg “this 
place symbolises all of the killing sites including those of which we yet do 
not know, as Jasenovac symbolises all of the Ustaša killing sites”.50 During 
the 2005 academic conference The Bleiburg Tragedy or the Croatian Way 
of the Cross 1945, the influential politician Vladimir Šeks even claimed 
that Bleiburg stands as the place “where genocide was perpetrated against 
thousands of unarmed and helpless men, women, children and elderly, 
civilians that were neither in war, nor in a military uniform”.51 

While Bleiburg, and not Jasenovac, stands as the symbol for the 
greatest Croatian tragedy for some, persons of a more moderate nation-
alist orientation believe it is on equal footing with other tragedies of 
the Second World War. Such a narrative seeks to equate the institu-
tionalised destruction in the NDH with the mass political violence that 
occurred during the communist take over from May 1945. The aim, 
therefore, is to equalise a destruction process based on a legal frame-
work that reduced Serbs, Jews and Roma to “state subjects” due to their 
religion or ethnicity, with mass political violence that did not have the 
aim of group destruction on the basis of ethnicity, religion and race, 
This is a requirement for a mass killing to constitute genocide in the 
legal sense.52 
49 Hr.n1info.com, 17 May 2019, http://hr.n1info.com/Vijesti/a403272/Ressler-Bleiburg-jedna-od-najvecih-
tragedija-hrvatskog-naroda.html (accessed 12 February 2020).
50 Croatian Parliament, https://www.sabor.hr/hr/zastupnici/predsjednik/govori/govor-predsjedni-
ka-hrvatskoga-sabora-zeljka-reinera-na-sredisnjoj (accessed 12 February 2020). Regarding the sources 
and debates about the numbers of those actually murdered at the Bleiburg field by Tito’s partisan forces, 
see Dulić, Tomislav, ”Tito’s Slaughterhouse. A Critical Analysis of Rummel’s Work on Democide,” 
Journal of Peace Research 41:1 (2004), pp. 87–93.
51 Croatian Parliament, https://www.sabor.hr/hr/zastupnici/predsjednik/govori/govor-predsjednika-hr-
vatskoga-sabora-vladimira-seksa-na-medunarodnom (accessed 12 February 2020). 
52 Bonifačić, Antun, “Jedinstvo volje,” Ustaška mladež, 24 August 1941:8, p. 52. Also quoted in Miljan, 
Goran, ”The Ustasha Youth and the Aryanization of Jewish Property in the Independent State of 
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The downplaying of Ustaša atrocities was also transferred to the at 
present most recognisable and controversial Ustaša symbol, the salute Za 
dom spremni (For the Homeland Ready). In November 2016, Croatian 
war veterans and members of a HOS (Croatian Defence Forces) unit that 
fought in the 1990s conflict erected a plaque for their fallen comrades in 
the town of Jasenovac. The plaque contained the Ustaša salute, which led 
to a heated debate regarding its historical roots and efforts to whitewash 
it from its fascist connotations. Historian Ante Nazor claimed the plaque 
“was erected to honour young men who were wearing a HOS emblem 
with the inscription Za dom spremni and who died in 1991 during their 
defence of Croatia against the greater-Serbian fascism of the time and 
the Yugoslav People’s Army”.53 According to Nazor, the Ustaša salute was 
not to be considered fascist in the context of the 1990s, while Serbian 
actions during that period should. It is unclear whether Nazor is igno-
rant of scientific definitions of fascism, or if he simply wished to claim 
that Croats—unlike Serbs—can never be fascists. Thus, once again, the 
eternal enemy epitomises evil, in this case the fascism that purportedly 
re-emerges in Serbia of the 1990s. At the same time, Croatian defenders 
that wore fascist insignia on their uniforms are described as either inno-
cent victims or foolish youngsters who did not know of the connotations 
associated with the symbol. Former president Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović 
had another point of view and instead claimed that Za dom spremni was 
an old Croatian salute “compromised during the Ustaša regime”,54 not 
unlike neo-nazis will argue that the Swastika is an ancient Indian symbol 
of the sun or happiness.

Croatia, 1941–1945,” in The Holocaust in the Borderlands: Interethnic Relations and the Dynamics of 
Violence in Occupied Eastern Europe, eds.: Gaëlle Fisher and Caroline Mezger (Göttingen 2019), p. 113.
53 Novi list, 24 May 2017, http://novilist.hr/Vijesti/Hrvatska/ANTE-NAZOR-Nisam-protiv-pozdrava-
Za-dom-spremni-ali-ni-protiv-Smrt-fasizmu-sloboda-narodu?meta_refresh=true (accessed 12 February 
2020). 
54 Novi list, 4 September 2017, http://www.novilist.hr/Vijesti/Hrvatska/Kolinda-Grabar-Kitarovic-Za-
dom-spremni-je-stari-hrvatski-pozdrav-ali-kompromitiran-je (accessed 17 February 2020). However, 
she withdrew her statement two years later when significant amount of historical evidence showed 
that the salute wa only used by the Ustašas; Glas istre, 16 February 2016, https://www.glasistre.hr/
pula/kolinda-grabar-kitarovic-pogrijesila-sam-kada-sam-rekla-da-je-za-dom-spremni-stari-hrvatski-
pozdrav-581406; HRT, 16 February 2019, https://vijesti.hrt.hr/488876/dogaaji-koji-su-obiljezili-4-go-
dine-mandata-kolinde-grabar-kitarovic (accessed 17 February 2020).
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Eventually, the government created the Council for Coming to Terms 
with the Consequences of the Rule of Non-Democratic Regimes in order to 
find a way out from an impasse that also had international repercussions. 
The Council consisted of historians, including the above-mentioned 
Nazor, legal experts, and political scientists whose task it was to resolve 
certain contentious and divisive issues in contemporary Croatian history, 
including the legacies of communism and fascism. The Council’s find-
ings were presented to the public in February 2018, but the conclusion as 
to whether it was legal and appropriate to use the salute Za dom spremni, 
remained vague. Instead of openly condemning the usage of a fascist 
salute, the Council concluded that it could be allowed in public during 
certain ceremonies. It could for instance be allowed at commemorations 
of those killed during the 1990s war, providing military units had used 
the same fascist salute “as an ‘official’ insignia on their flags or emblems 
during 1991–1995”.55 In a rather convoluted separate opinion, Chancellor 
Željko Tanjić of the Croatian Catholic University wrote:

The Croatian constitution does not recognise the NDH, but it recognises 
ZAVNOH56 as one of the historical precedents that prove the historical con-
tinuity of Croatian statehood. By drastically and definitively distancing itself 
from the NDH because of its collaboration with nazifascism [sic], contempo-
rary Croatia has also disavowed that because of which it was established – the 
creation of a free and independent Croatian state. 57

Another interesting aspect is that the Council members displayed a rather 
superficial familiarity with the concepts that were discussed. When dis-

55 Vlada Republike Hrvatske, Vijeće za suočavanje s posljedicama vladavine nedemokratskih 
režima, “Dokument dijaloga: Temeljna polazišta i preporuke o posebnom normativnom uređenju 
simbola, znakovlja i obilježja totalitarnih režima i pokreta, 28. veljače 2018, https://vlada.gov.hr/
UserDocsImages//Vijesti/2018/02%20veljača/28%20veljače//Dokument%20dijaloga.pdf (accessed 12 
February 2020).
56 ZAVNOH translates Regional Anti-facist Council for the National Liberation of Croatia 
(Zemaljsko vijeće za narodnog oslobođenja Hrvatske) and was the official name of the Croatian sub-
unit of the Yugoslav partisans organisation.
57 Vlada Republike Hrvatske, Vijeće za suočavanje s posljedicama vladavine nedemokratskih 
režima, Izdvojeno mišljenje Željka Tanića, 28. veljače 2019, https://vlada.gov.hr/UserDocsImages//
Vijesti/2018/02%20veljača/28%20veljače//Mišljenje%20prof.%20dr.%20sc.%20Željka%20Tanjića.pdf 
(accessed 12 February 2020).
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cussing what is to be included under the terms “totalitarian regimes and 
movements”, the authors also included the term četništvo (četnikism).58 
This is problematic since experts on fascism do not consider any of the 
Četnik military and political organisations that existed before and during 
the Second World War to belong to the broader family of fascist organi-
sations or movements. The most important such organisation headed by 
Dragoljub “Draža” Mihailović has for instance been described “as a mil-
itary organisation with leaders who, for the most part, espoused Serbian 
nationalist, royalist and traditionalist ideas”.59 Why they were subsumed 
under the term fascism can only be guessed. It was possibly done to 
strengthen the widely held link between the Second World War and the 
Serbian ‘fascist’ occupation of parts of Croatia in the 1990s. That would 
be entirely in line with Nazor’s statement. However, if Nazor claims that 
the fascist salute on the HOS emblem needs to be contextualised and 
that, therefore, it has a different meaning in the 1990s than in the 1940s, 
then the same reasoning should also apply to the term “Četnik”. This, 
of course, would disrupt the narrative about Croats as victims, in this 
case of Serbian fascism, and not as before of “serbo-communism”. The 
result is that the plaque was never completely removed, but relocated to 
Novska some ten kilometres from Jasenovac.

Conclusion 
This analysis has shown that the fall of communism in Yugoslavia 
opened up an uncharted space in which new national narratives of his-
torical events gained prominence. In contemporary Croatia, the narra-
tive developed around the two basic notions: statehood and victimhood. 
Such a focus manifested itself in an apologetic approach to the fascist 
Ustaša regime, on the one hand, and the understanding that Serbs and 
communists had joined in an effort to do away with Croatian inde-
pendence and statehood, on the other. This simplistic dichotomy of us 

58 Vlada Republike Hrvatske, Vijeće za suočavanje s posljedicama vladavine nedemokratskih režima, 
28 veljače 2018., https://vlada.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/Vijesti/2018/02%20veljača/28%20veljače/
Dokument%20dijaloga.pdf 18 (accessed 12 February 2020).
59 Dulić, Tomislav, “Sentenced ‘For Ideological and Political Reasons’? The Rehabilitation of Dragoljub 
“Draža” Mihailović in Serbia,” Sociologija 54:4 (2012), p. 632.
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(the victims) and them (the villains) established a hierarchy of historical 
events and another one of victims. As a result, Croatian victims of com-
munist mass violence, exemplified by the Bleiburg commemoration, 
have received precedence over the institutionalised destruction of Jews, 
Serbs and Roma, which is commemorated in Jasenovac. The Bleiburg 
commemoration thus serves as the event through which the “greatest 
tragedy” of the Croatian people is remembered. This is a disturbing shift 
indeed, considering that Jews, Serbs, and Roma were intentionally tar-
geted by the Ustašas. Does the fact that their tragedy does not meet the 
requirements for victimhood set out by the post-1989 nationalist narra-
tive also mean their history and the Second World War tragedy is not 
to be considered part of Croatian history? This is certainly a plausible 
outcome in a society that considers the institutionalised destruction of 
its ethnic minorities secondary to Bleiburg, the “real” tragedy of the 
Croatian people. 
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Transitions in British Decolonisation
The Case of Horatio Herbert Kitchener

Michelle Gordon

The British Empire remains pervasive throughout British society and cul-
ture; it is present in the monarchy and honours system, museums, memo-
rialisations and statues, to name a few. Of course, the Empire is also ever 
present in the numerous countries that were brought into the British colo-
nial project. However, the Empire is also incredibly absent from the metro-
pole in the sense that there is a key lack of engagement with its legacy, 
which means that its “heroes” continue to be heralded without actual con-
text and understanding. The Empire’s victims remain largely absent. This 
article will explore these issues, related to broader matters of the mytholo-
gisation of military figures with a hagiographical approach, the problematic 
role of museums in creating history, as well as “owning” history through 
their own archive collections, the problematic relationship between archive 
and researcher, and the urgent need for contextualisation to be brought 
to British material heritage and memorialisations related to controversial 
figures such as Britain’s imperial military leaders. These issues have been 
brought to the fore in light of the recent spurt of the global Black Lives 
Matter (BLM) protests. For example, slave trader Edward Colston’s statue 
was pulled down in Bristol within this context on 7 June 2020. The cen-
tral arguments presented here are integral to these debates and the need for 
a thorough “decolonisation”, not only in the UK but across the countries 
that were the victims of British colonialism.1

The reputation and representations of Horatio Herbert Kitchener 
(1850–1916) will be the central point of reference throughout what fol-

1 This chapter was all but completed when the BLM protests began after the murder of George Floyd 
at the hands of a police officer in Minneapolis, Minnesota, on 25 May 2020. I have revised the chapter 
as much as possible in light of these swiftly unfolding events.
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lows. The wider relevance of Britain’s approach to its colonial history 
will be discussed including what it tells us related to key issues of the 
need for a thorough “decolonisation” of British history, the challenges 
that these attempts are met with and the need for an honest and criti-
cal confrontation with Britain’s imperial past.2 As I will outline below, 
much discussion has focused on the centring of the Holocaust in 
European memory and failures in the UK to address its own violent 
past. It is also possible for the UK to acknowledge the experiences and 
legacies of the Empire while also espousing the need to memorialise the 
Holocaust; but one cannot come at the expense of the other. Indeed, as 
Michael Rothberg argues, memory is “multidirectional” and represents a 
dialogue of “ongoing negotiation”.3 Furthermore, greater awareness and 
memorialisation of the Holocaust has enabled greater engagement with 
Britain’s colonial past, thereby allowing a “reconstruction” of British 
memory, as Rothberg suggests.4 

British Narratives of Empire and Exceptionalism 
“Positive” aspects of Britain’s imperial legacy are regularly espoused 
along with claims that Britain was “not as bad” as other contempora-
neous European empires, and that decolonisation was achieved peace-
fully. This “exceptionalism” is central to the dominant narratives in 
Britain that together form the core of what is perceived to be “British 
identity” and “values”.5 In a British context there is a perceived role of 
benevolence, viewing Britain as the spreader of modernity and civili-
sation, as the abolitionist of slavery and the rescuer of victims of vio-
2 This article is not about “moral condemnation”, although such charges are often brought against 
those trying to untangle the legacies of empire; see Wagner, Kim A., “Seeing Like a Soldier: The 
Amritsar Massacre and the Politics of Military History”, in Decolonization and Conflict: Colonial 
Comparisons and Legacies, ed.: Martin Thomas and Gareth Curless (London 2017), p. 30; Bartram, 
Erin, “Don’t We Have to Judge People by the Standards of Their Time?”, Contingent, 25 January 2020, 
https://contingentmagazine.org/2020/01/25/mailbag-standards/ (accessed 24 June 2020).
3 Rothberg, Michael, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization 
(Stanford 2009), p. 3.
4 Rothberg (2009), p. 5. 
5 “Guidance on Promoting British Values in Schools Published”, GOV.UK (accessed 18 March 2020), 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/guidance-on-promoting-british-values-in-schools-published.
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lence and prejudice, with a propensity for moderation.6 This belief is 
linked to the myth of British “peaceableness”7 and a lack of a history 
of political violence.8 An alleged tradition of “minimum force” is also 
deemed a uniquely British characteristic, related particularly to British 
counterinsurgency, but also a belief more widely that the British mil-
itary has long practiced an approach of moderation in all theatres of 
war, including colonial.9 The diverging ways in which this exceptional-
ism is understood have been illuminated more recently by debates sur-
rounding both the referendum on British membership of the European 
Union in 2016 and the aftermaths of bitter and divisive debates and 
politics over Brexit.10 

As well as the Empire, the Second World War and the Holocaust are 
key to British memory and memorialisation and the experiences of both 
are placed at the centre of “Britishness”.11 In spite of key changes and chal-
lenges to European memory related to these events, notably in 1989 and 
2001, these shifts have had limited impact on Britain and how it remem-
bers these events in relation to British history. Given the central and 
expansive role of the British Empire in the period before the catastrophic 
world wars, one may expect a thorough examination of the Holocaust to 
lead inevitably to a questioning within the UK as to the extreme violence 
and many thousands of victims of colonial brutalities. However this criti-
cal engagement has yet to fully emerge. 

The Stockholm Declaration of 2000 (The International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance) placed the victims of the Holocaust and other 
genocides at the centre of European memory and was deemed a bul-

6 See, Hall, Catherine, “Doing Reparatory History: Bringing ‘Race’ and Slavery Home”, Race & Class 
60:1 (2018), pp. 3–21.
7 Lawrence, Jon, “Forging a Peaceable Kingdom: War, Violence, and Fear of Brutalization in Post–
First World War Britain”, The Journal of Modern History 75:3 (2003), pp. 557–89.
8 Gregory, Adrian, “Peculiarities of the English? War, Violence and Politics”, Journal of Modern 
European History 1:1 (2003), pp. 44–59.
9 For example Thornton, Rod, “The British Army and the Origins of Its Minimum Force Philosophy”, 
Small Wars & Insurgencies 15:1 (2004), pp. 83–106.
10 Gordon, Michelle, “Prospects for a Bewältigung of Extreme Violence in Britain’s Imperial Past”, 
Modern Languages Open 1:31 (2020). Special collection: The Global Crisis in Memory: Populism, 
Decolonisation and How we Remember in the Twenty-First Century, pp. 1–17. 
11 See, Britain’s Promise to Remember: The Prime Minister’s Holocaust Commission Report (London 2005). 
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wark against racism, intolerance and persecution. This victim-focused 
approach to the Holocaust initiative buttressed a focus on the crimes of 
others as part of British “heritage”,12 notably related to the Holocaust. 
However, this initiative did not lead to an immediate British response 
to delve into its own violent past, namely the, at times, genocidal vio-
lence of the British Empire.13 British colonial violence has implications 
for our understanding of the ways in which the Empire was a central 
part of a system of colonial violence that would “come home” in the 
Second World War.14 The Stockholm Declaration was made within a 
context of increasing Neo-Nazism across Europe. Sharon Macdonald 
places Britain within this context though to a lesser extent in that, 
increased support in Britain for far-right parties was on display at the 
2001 UK elections.15 That right-wing and Eurosceptic sentiments have 
manifested differently in Britain in contrast to the Continent, is not 
surprising considering the country’s contrasting experiences regard-
ing Nazism. Indeed, this dissimilarity feeds into Britain’s narratives of 
“exceptionalism”. On the Continent, it seems we have been witnessing 
the demise of what Dan Stone termed “the anti-fascist consensus”.16 
There are clearly tensions between Britain’s self-perception of its history 
and the role of violence. Of course, this is true of all states and there 
is much grappling to be done with our histories, as indicated by the 
increasing levels of right-wing extremism across the European Union 
for example. The US has also seen increased activism with regards to 

12 Stone, Dan, “From Stockholm to Stockton: The Holocaust and/as Heritage in Britain”, in Britain 
and the Holocaust: Remembering and Representing War and Genocide, eds.: Caroline Sharples & Olaf 
Jensen (Basingstoke 2013), pp. 212–29; Pearce, Andy, “The Holocaust in the National Curriculum 
after 25 Years”, Holocaust Studies: A Journal of Culture and History 23:3 (2017), p. 239.
13 Curthoys, Ann, “Genocide in Tasmania: The History of an Idea”, Empire, Colony, Genocide: 
Conquest, Occupation, and Subaltern Resistance in World History, ed.: Dirk A. Moses (New York; 
Oxford 2010), pp. 229–52; Shaw, Martin, “Britain and Genocide: Historical and Contemporary 
Parameters of National Responsibility”Review of International Studies 37:5 (2011), pp. 2417–38.
14 Arendt, Hannah, The Origins of Totalitarianism (London 1976 [1951]); Lawson, Tom, The Last Man: 
A British Genocide in Tasmania (London 2014).
15 Macdonald, Sharon, “Commemorating the Holocaust: Reconfiguring National Identity in the 
Twenty-First Century”, in The Politics of Heritage: The Legacies of “Race” eds.: Jo Littler and Roshi 
Naidoo (London & New York 2005), p. 51.
16 Stone, Dan, Goodbye to All That? The Story of Europe Since 1945 (Oxford 2014).
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the memorialisation of slavery and lynching, with debates related to 
the lynching memorial in Alabama17 and Confederate monuments for 
example.18 

Nascent Reappraisals
While it may be too early to speak of a transition, there is a renewed 
impetus to a more genuine and thorough “decolonisation” of Britain, 
in terms of its history, monuments, commemorations and education 
system. This impetus points to Jörn Rüsen’s theory and the concept of 
“critical crisis”, which he argues leads to “experiences of time that cast 
doubt on the established interpretative patterns that now prove ineffec-
tive in dealing with them”.19 It is apparent that the “Old Guard” inter-
pretative frameworks have failed to decolonise and that there needs to be 
an overhaul within the country to enforce change, which enables the UK 
to effectively grapple with its imperial past. But as it stands the Empire 
remains very much alive in British collective memory and the country’s 
identity, as does a misreading of its history, as demonstrated by the recent 
Windrush scandal.20 The latter has affected British citizens from across 
the Commonwealth (mainly Caribbean-born) and their families, the 
so-called “Windrush generation”,21 who having originally heeded the call 
to come to the UK and aid post-war labour shortages, have more recently 
been forced to “prove” their “right to remain” in what is clearly a “hostile 
environment”.22 As Gurminder Bhambra argues, the treatment of these 

17 Levin, Sam, “Lynching Memorial Leaves Some Quietly Seething: ‘Let Sleeping Dogs Lie’”, The 
Guardian, 28 April 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/apr/28/lynching-memorial-
backlash-mont gomery-alabama (accessed 16 May 2019).
18 Bull, Anna & Clarke, David, “From Antagonistic to Agonistic Memory: Should the Statues Fall?”, 
The Policy Space, 24 May 2017, https://www.thepolicyspace.com.au/2017/24/195-from-antagonistic-
to-agonis tic-memory-should-the-statues-fall (accessed 17 May 2019). 
19 Rüsen, Jörn, Evidence and Meaning: A Theory of Historical Studies (New York 2017), p. 29.
20 Grindel, Susanne, “The End of Empire: Colonial Heritage and the Politics of Memory in Britain”, 
Journal of Educational Media, Memory, and Society 5:1 (2013), pp. 33–49.
21 So-called because of the ship the Empire Windrush, which first docked in the UK from the West 
Indies in 1948, see Wardle, Huon & Obermuller, Laura, “‘Windrush Generation’ and ‘Hostile 
Environment’”, Migration and Society 2:1 (2019), pp. 81–89.
22 Gopal, Priyamvada, “Redressing Anti-Imperial Amnesia”, Race & Class 57:3 (2016), p. 20; Bhambra, 



82

invited British citizens is in marked contrast to that of white migrants 
in British history and speaks to assumptions of “illegality” unless able to 
prove otherwise, based on skin colour.23 

Attempts to decolonise British society are underway in some quar-
ters through endeavours to deal with Britain’s violent past. Impetus was 
created through student-led initiatives such as the “Rhodes Must fall” 
movement, which began in 2015 at Cape Town University with students 
and staff campaigning to have the Cecil Rhodes statue removed from 
the premises. This movement consequently spread to include Rhodes 
Must Fall in Oxford,24 the latter proclaimed the aim of “Tackling the 
plague of colonial iconography”.25 Indeed, in light of BLM, Rhodes will 
now fall.26 We have also witnessed in recent years discussions related to 
British museums, notably the British Museum, returning artefacts to 
their countries of origin, artefacts such as the stolen Benin Bronzes.27 
However, at the other end of the scale, we have Brexit debates and the 
Leave Campaign’s reliance on a master narrative of British history and 
identity, which depends upon a historical reading, not least of the effects 
and benefits of Empire for the metropole. These narratives include the 
dominant belief that Britain is slave to the EU, a Germany-dominated 
entity that takes away its sovereignty,28 an unacceptable position based 
on previous British successes of “standing alone” in the world wars for 

Gurminder K., “Brexit, Empire, and Decolonization”, History Workshop, 19 December 2018, http://
www.historyworkshop.org.uk/brexit-empire-and-decolonization/ (accessed 18 August 2020).
23 Bhambra, Gurminder K., “Racial Hierarchy and Migration in Britain: Windrush 70th Anniversary 
Series”, Media Diversified, 25 June 2018, https://mediadiversified.org/2018/06/25/racial-hiearchy-and-
migration-in-britain-windrush-70th-anniversary-series/ (accessed 18 August 2020).
24 Peters, Michael Adrian, “Why Is My Curriculum White? A Brief Genealogy of Resistance”, in 
Dismantling Race in Higher Education: Racism, Whiteness and Decolonising the Academy, ed.: Jason 
Arday and Heidi Safia Mirza (Cham 2018), p. 265.
25 See, Peters (2018).
26 Mohdin, Aamna, Adams, Richard & Quinn, Ben, “Oxford College Backs Removal of Cecil Rhodes 
Statue”, The Guardian, 17 June 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/jun/17/end-of-
the-rhodes-cecil-oxford-college-ditches-controversial-statue (accessed 24 June 2020).
27 Hicks, Dan, Brutish Museums: The Benin Bronzes, Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution 
(London 2020).
28 Stone, Jon, “Ann Widdecombe: Fury as MEP Compares Brexit to ‘Slaves Rising up against Their 
Owners’”, The Independent, 4 July 2019, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/ann-wid-
decombe-brexit-party-slaves-rising-owners-uk-leave-eu-a8987971.html (accessed 18 august 2020).



83

example, against Germany no less. This narrative is based on myths 
of Britain’s “darkest hour”, and the idea that Britain single-handedly 
fought the Axis powers in the Second World War, after the invasion of 
France. Of course, this narrative ignores the fact that Britain was not 
actually “standing alone” at all and overlooks the integral role of the 
Empire and its “colonised” played economically and militarily. Just one 
example is the thousands of troops from across the Empire who con-
tributed, and in thousands of cases gave their lives, thereby proving 
that Britain most certainly did not “stand alone”.29 This interpretation 
is also buttressed by the “good war” narrative that Britain has consist-
ently held since the Second World War, although rather ironically, Tony 
Kushner argues that the Holocaust was ignored in post-war Britain as it 
was deemed to threaten this “Britain alone” narrative.30 

As David Cesarani observed, the one-dimensional “good war” inter-
pretation ignores actions which are more “complicated” such as British 
inaction in the face of the evidence of the mass extermination of European 
Jews.31 The “good war” narrative, which we can also observe in relation to 
the First World War, also ignores the ways in which Britain broke with 
international standards of warfare and committed atrocities: these include 
the “starvation blockade” enforced by the British which ultimately led to 
the excess deaths of 763,000 civilians in Germany and Austro-Hungary,32 
and the use of poisonous gas and jellite shells, which contained cyanide.33 

More well-known is the aerial bombardment of Germany in the Second 
World War.34 Of course this has been brought to attention by the vandal-

29 See Singh, Gajendra, The Testimonies of Indian Soldiers and the Two World Wars: Between Self and 
Sepoy (London 2014).
30 Kushner, Tony, “Remembering to Forget: Racism and Anti-Racism in Postwar Britain”, in 
Modernity, Culture and “the Jew”, ed.: Bryan Cheyette and Laura Marcus (Oxford 1998), p. 231.
31 Cesarani, David, “Britain, the Holocaust and Its Legacy: The Theme for Holocaust Memorial Day”, 
2002, http://www.hmd. org.uk/files/11497971 (accessed 18 August 2020).
32 That is the official number, although the figure of one million has been argued; Downes, Alexander 
B., “Desperate Times, Desperate Measures: The Causes of Civilian Victimization in War”, International 
Security 30:4 (2006), p. 178, n78. 
33 Hull, Isabel V., A Scrap of Paper: Breaking and Making International Law during the Great War 
(Ithaca 2014), p. 237. 
34 Markusen, Eric, & Kopf, David, The Holocaust and Strategic Bombing: Genocide and Total War in 
the Twentieth Century (Boulder 1995).
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ism of the “Bomber Command Memorial” as outlined in the introduction 
of this edited volume. 

As part of a more critical assessment of Britain’s history, a reap-
praisal of key British military players such as Kitchener is essential to 
an honest engagement with Britain’s imperial past and the role of vio-
lence within it. Several scholars, including Rothberg, have discussed 
the historical forgetting of the Empire in relation to a “screen mem-
ory”, within which remembering and forgetting are intimately inter-
twined.35 The case most often referred to is that of the Holocaust and 
how British emphasis on the atrocities of the Holocaust have pro-
duced an effect of “conceptually [prohibiting] inquiry into Britain’s 
own historical record”.36 It is logical that education and commemora-
tion efforts in Britain related to the Holocaust and its victims would 
lead to wider understandings of the devastating effects of the British 
Empire. However, this has not played out as swiftly or as thoroughly as 
one may have hoped. Nevertheless, as Stone states, an emphasis on the 
Holocaust and wider studies of genocide has led to increased inquiry 
regarding colonialism and genocide. Hence, scholars are increasingly 
investigating the connections between extreme violence and the British 
Empire, including links to Nazi genocide.37 An engagement with these 
connections is needed in relation to the way in which acts of extreme 
violence are memorialised in Britain, and how these legacies actually 
reflect the violence of others. 

Hagiography of Britain’s Military “Heroes”
There are various strands of the British grand narrative of empire and British 
history. Aside from the aforementioned perception of benevolence, and a 
belief that the British were never “as bad” as their European counterparts,38 

35 Rothberg (2009); Ricœur, Paul, Memory, History, Forgetting, transl. Kathleen Blamey and David 
Pellauer (Chicago 2010).
36 Stone, Dan, “Britannia Waives the Rules: British Imperialism and Holocaust Memory”, in History, 
Memory and Mass Atrocity: Essays on the Holocaust and Genocide (Portland 2006), p. 189.
37 Gordon, Michelle, “Colonial Violence and Holocaust Studies”, Holocaust Studies: A Journal of 
Culture and History 21:4 (2015), pp. 272–91.
38 Moses, Dirk A., “Genocide and Settler Society in Australian History”, in Genocide and Settler 
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there is a “parochial” military history approach,39 which focuses on the 
“colonial derring-do”, heroism and fearlessness of colonial leaders and their 
troops. One still finds accounts of these men and their battles within military 
histories that would be fitting for G. A. Henty’s colonial adventure novels40 
and this field tends to valorise the Empire’s key military players including 
Frederick Roberts, Garnet Wolseley and Charles Gordon. While Kitchener 
has been heralded as a national (colonial) hero and “saviour of the nation”, 
he was a key perpetrator of British extreme violence.41 However, in spite of 
the latter, or maybe even because of it, Kitchener’s legacy is presented as pos-
itive and a British man of Empire to be proud of. In reality, contrary to Brad 
Faught’s assertions, Kitchener is neither a “hero nor anti-hero”.42 

Kitchener’s military career spanned a range of conflicts, including 
the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871) and the ill-fated Relief Expedition 
that was sent to rescue General Charles Gordon in Sudan (1884–1885). 
Already at this early juncture, Kitchener favoured more extreme tac-
tics, and apparently wanted the local wells to be filled in to prevent 
their enemy, the Mahdia, from pursuing the British in the aftermath of 
Gordon’s death.43 Kitchener returned to Sudan to avenge Gordon’s death 
and British humiliation in the reconquest campaign (1896–1899). Here, 
Kitchener’s men undertook practices of routinely shooting the enemy 
wounded or leaving them on the battlefield to die from their injuries, as 
well as killing surrendering troops. In the reconquest’s finale, Kitchener 
also controversially had the Madhi’s tomb destroyed and his remains 
desecrated.44 Kitchener’s name is also attached to the concentration 
camps of the Second Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902). Furthermore, dur-
ing the latter an incident took place, in which twelve Boer POWs were 

Society: Frontier Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children in Australian History, ed.: Dirk A. Moses 
(New York 2005), p. 3–48.
39 Wagner (2017), p. 25.
40 Henty, G. A., With Kitchener in the Soudan: A Story of Atbara and Omdurman (London 1903).
41 Pollock, John, Kitchener: The Road to Omdurman and Saviour of the Nation (London 2013).
42 Faught, Brad C. , Kitchener: Hero and Anti-Hero (London; New York 2016).
43 Pollock (2013).
44 Wagner, Kim A., The Skull of Alum Bheg: The Life and Death of a Rebel of 1857 (London 2017); 
Gordon, Michelle, Extreme Violence and the “British Way”: Colonial Warfare in Perak, Sierra Leone and 
Sudan (London forthcoming 2020). .
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shot dead by colonial irregulars (two of whom were later executed on 
Kitchener’s orders, including the infamous Harry “Breaker” Morant).45 
The participants admitted their involvement in the killings and their 
central defence remained that they were only carrying out actions of 
“accepted practice”. The latter included “[n]o quarter, no prisoners”,46 
an approach consistent with Kitchener’s career hitherto. 

Notably, Kitchener, the “national hero”, is epitomised in the instantly 
recognisable and incredibly successful First World War recruitment 
poster, which implored British men to join the country’s army, stating 
that (Kitchener) “Wants You!” This was the defining moment of his role 
as Secretary of State for War, from 1914 until his death in 1916.47 As Vinay 
Lal observes, for some, Kitchener is ‘the forerunner of the Nazis’, thanks 
to his legacy linked to concentration camps.48 As Kitchener’s many biogra-
phers have described, he was always a controversial figure, not least among 
the men who served under him and he has been described as charming, 
complex, difficult, indecisive, callous and the “Sudan Machine”.49 His 
indifference to human suffering has been acknowledged, not only in rela-
tion to the enemy populations who faced starvation tactics, the wounded 
enemy soldiers who were shot, and the Boer concentration camp victims, 
most of whom were women and children,50 but also regarding the suffer-
ing of the men who served under his command.51 

Kitchener’s practices were discussed and critiqued by contemporaries. 
Interestingly, Keith Surridge argues that he was viewed differently from 
other “imperial heroes”, owing to his inability to fit in with “British soci-
ety” in the Empire and his differences were explained away by an “orien-
talism”. It is rather ironic that Kitchener’s career so hinged on violence 
45 See, Witton, George, Scapegoats of the Empire: The True Story of the Bushveldt Carbineers (Melbourne 
1907).
46 Witton (1907).
47 Ginzburg, Carlo, “‘Your Country Needs You’: A Case Study in Political Iconography”, History 
Workshop Journal 52:1 (2001), pp. 1–22.
48 Lal, Vinay, “The Concentration Camp and Development: The Pasts and Future of Genocide”, in 
Colonialism and Genocide, ed.: Dirk A. Moses & Dan Stone (London 2007), pp. 133–34.
49 Steevens, G. W., With Kitchener to Khartum (New York 1898).
50 Van Heyningen, E., The Concentration Camps of the Anglo-Boer War: A Social History (Auckland 
Park 2013).
51 Pakenham, Thomas, The Boer War (London 2003 [1979]), p. 495.
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against those deemed “uncivilised” and “barbaric” and yet, he himself was 
described as being more at home with “Eastern races”; in other words, the 
“uncivilised” (this argument was used to explain away any of his actions 
that were deemed to deviate from “civilised” norms).52 Indeed, British 
colonial warfare was based on the premise that “uncivilised” or “colonial” 
warfare meant “committing havoc which the laws of regular warfare do 
not sanction”.53 Charles Callwell, author of the closest works we have 
to a British military doctrine in the colonies, was clear that sometimes 
British troops would have to not only defeat the “savage” enemy, but also 
to destroy them.54 And in keeping with Callwell, Kitchener and his men 
explained away their own actions based on the “uncivilised” nature of 
the enemy, blaming the “fanaticism” of Mahdi troops for the slaughter of 
thousands of surrendering, wounded and unarmed troops. Interestingly, 
Surridge actually argues that British support for Kitchener can be under-
stood as much because of his brutalities, rather than in spite of them. 
It certainly seems to be the case that Kitchener was utilised militarily 
because of his brutish exploits.55 That Kitchener is thought of fondly 
because of his legacy across the Empire possibly taps into the same mind-
set that links Boer concentration camps with a “peculiar British pride”, 
based on the belief that the British invented this modern phenomenon.56

In spite of Kitchener’s controversial approach to colonial warfare, he 
continued to be substantially rewarded for his efforts across the Empire. 
Kitchener’s statue in the heart of the metropole, takes pride of place just 
behind 10 Downing Street, likewise the Kitchener Memorial Chapel 
in St. Paul’s Cathedral.57 Regardless of the fact that Kitchener was con-
sistently in charge of campaigns of extreme brutality, he remains under 
the protection of the confines of a military history and a hagiographical 
approach.58 It is not that military histories do not mention atrocities, but 

52 Surridge (2001), pp. 302–3.
53 Callwell, Charles E., Small Wars: Their Principles and Practice (London 1906 [1896]), p. 42. 
54 Callwell (1906), p. 159.
55 Gordon (2020).
56 Stone, Dan, Concentration Camps: A Short History (Oxford 2017), p. 11.
57 Heathorn, Stephen J., Haig and Kitchener in Twentieth-Century Britain: Remembrance, Representation 
and Appropriation (Farnham, Surrey 2013), pp. 56–57.
58 Wagner (2017), p. 25.



88

that they are only mentioned. There’s a lack of analysis and the victims are 
not humanised and have no voice. While Kitchener’s methods may not 
actually stand out as particularly barbaric in the colonies, his reputation 
did have to survive a number of controversies and he continues to be one 
of several major “vessels for imperial nostalgia”.59 

Military History, Museums,  
Iconography and British Perpetrators 
The approach taken in military history, and particularly among amateur 
military historians, includes some discussion of the darker sides of British 
history and the colonial wars that were integral to the British imperial 
project in particular. Conclusions typically accept the occurrences of indi-
vidual “excesses” but lack a critique regarding the systematic violence of 
the Empire and the practices routinely undertaken by Britain’s imperial 
military men. Events such as the Indian Uprising (1857) and the Amritsar 
massacre (1919) are relatively well known. But that these incidents are in 
keeping with the wider British approach to empire is often underplayed 
and neglected. Furthermore, in Kitchener’s case, military historians have 
acknowledged his brutalities, but ultimately conclude that he remains a 
qualified “hero” nonetheless.60 This perspective is also commonly articu-
lated through memory-making in Britain, via memorisations, museums 
and “imperial iconography”. 

British museums, and the British Museum in particular, have become 
targets for debate related to the ethics of their collections, not least related 
to colonial looting and the problematics of repatriating human remains.61 
Polarised debates have emerged and Tiffany Jenkins offers an interpre-
tation which argues against returning stolen goods back to where they 
originated: she suggests that to take away “colonial” material will not 

59 Max Jones et al., “Decolonising Imperial Heroes: Britain and France”, The Journal of Imperial and 
Commonwealth History 42:5 (2014), p. 788.
60 Faught (2016); Surridge (2001).
61 Shariatmadari, David, “‘They’re Not Property’: The People Who Want Their Ancestors Back from 
British Museums”, The Guardian, 23 April 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2019/apr/23/
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only leave British museums empty, but that to do so would actually deny 
Britain it’s legacy as a colonial power.62 In contrast, Dan Hicks, curator at 
the Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford, points out that this basic 
premise of returning what was once stolen is accepted in relation to the 
Holocaust, as it clearly should be,63 but that this principle should also be 
extended to colonial contexts. As such, museums are not only engaged in 
history, but also reflect these “unfinished events”, not just because they 
continue to cause pain to the ancestors of those from whom these items 
and legacies were stolen, but through the continued decontextualisation 
of collections and the ongoing requirement for historicisation.64 

The Imperial War Museum (IWM) in London has also been criticised 
for issues of representation related to British colonial wars and the issue 
of genocide. Of course, the Imperial War Museum is already an argua-
bly problematic location for addressing issues of empire and genocide, but 
given the museum’s discussion of genocide in selected contexts, not engag-
ing with Britain’s own relationship with genocide is a glaring omission. 
This issue has been raised in relation not only to the Holocaust, but also to 
the now defunct “Crimes Against Humanities” exhibition and the failure 
to engage with and reflect on British history and the country as a “site of 
genocide”.65 As Gabriel Koureas has observed, there is no space allowed for 
in the IWM’s presented narrative to discuss British perpetrators in relation 
to the Empire; rather than discussing this issue, the museum seemingly 
prefers a hierarchy of participants in conflicts and a dichotomy of (British) 
“heroes” and (colonised) “perpetrators”.66 

For historians trying to bring these issues to light, there are further 
challenges presented in the precarious relationship between researchers, 
62 Shariatmadari (2019).
63 Price, Sally & Hicks, Dan, “The Sarr-Savoy Report – One Year On”, Apollo Magazine, 6 January 2020, 
https://www.apollo-magazine.com/sarr-savoy-report-sally-price-dan-hicks/ (accessed 11 February 2020).
64 Price and Hicks (2020).
65 Jinks, Rebecca, “Holocaust Memory and Contemporary Atrocities: The Imperial War Museum’s 
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Sharples and Jensen (Basingstoke 2013), pp. 142–59; Lawson, Tom, “The Holocaust and Colonial 
Genocide at the Imperial War Museum”, in Sharples and Jensen (2013), pp. 160–70.
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museums and their archives. Collections are invariably military and 
colonial in nature and the selection process for curation and archiving 
both involve a process in which they “define what is or is not histo-
ry”.67 Clearly, researchers need access to archives, but the relationship 
between historian and archive can be fraught and we need to acknowl-
edge the ways in which scholars’ research can directly contradict the 
approach of these museums and vice versa. That this is the case is in 
evidence related to the National Army Museum (NAM) in London. 
Of course, it is no surprise that the NAM will take a more “milita-
rised” approach to British history and the role of the military. But their 
archives also include atrocity photographs, which detail the results of 
the actions of Kitchener’s men in Sudan and such collections and their 
treatment are all the more complicated by the context of the archive.68 
This context includes the fact that the museum’s archive is named after 
Gerald Templer, who may be linked to the phrase “hearts and minds” 
but who was also involved in the brutalities of the Malayan Emergency 
(1948–1960).69 Furthermore, scholars focused on the historic violence 
of the British Army also need to work against a “regimental approach”, 
which seeks to aggrandise the history of the regiment at the expense of 
examining “ignoble episodes”.70 

The grand narrative of British history entails ignoring the hundreds 
of thousands of colonial subjects’ lives that the Empire cost. Overlooking 
this suffering suggests that the victims are not deemed “grievable”.71 In 
line with Judith Butler’s concept of grievability, I would argue that both 
at the time and since, the lives of the “colonised” have never been truly 
recognised within the British narrative. These people are absent from the 

67 Black, Graham, “Museums, Memory and History”, Cultural and Social History 8:3 (2011), p. 415.
68 For more on this issue and these photographs see, Gordon, Michelle, “Viewing Violence in the 
British Empire: Images of Atrocity from the Battle of Omdurman, 1898”, Journal of Perpetrator 
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70 Bennett, Huw, “Minimum Force in British Counterinsurgency”, Small Wars & Insurgencies 21:3 
(2010), p. 460.
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colonial archives, with very few exceptions, and may also be seen as “not 
first apprehended as living”, since they are not perceived as truly existing 
in the first place.72 If these lives were not really lived then what has been 
perpetrated? The “colonised” are missing from British memorialisations, 
museums and colonial iconography. As Butler states in relation to war 
contexts, “[i]f certain lives do not qualify as lives or are, from the start, 
not conceivable as lives within certain epistemological frames, then these 
lives are never lived nor lost in the full sense.”73 

As countries across the Empire achieved their independence from 
Britain, the processes of decolonisation began on the periphery and 
included the removal of symbols of imperialism, including colonial stat-
ues.74 On the periphery, the relationship between “vernacular history” 
and “official” history is said to have been two-way traffic, in that the 
“official” colonial version of events came to be discredited and the vernac-
ular became official.75 However, between the metropole and the periph-
ery much decolonisation was a one-way affair. One example refers to 
the removal of Gordon’s and Kitchener’s statues in Sudan. Such remov-
als were regretted by the British and in some cases these statues were 
re-homed to the metropole. Hence, Kitchener’s statue was removed 
from Khartoum and brought to Brompton Barracks in Chatham, UK, 
in 1960.76 These statues continue to stand as problematic and widely 
unchallenged reminders of the official versions of empire. However, as 
stated above, the memorialisation of men linked to slavery and coloni-
alism more broadly are being targeted within the BLM prostests, and 
includes the downing of statues. These events have led to much debate 
on whether these acts are part of historical forgetting and what alterna-
tives there may be.77 One way to decolonise these and other statues, and 

72 Butler (2016). On the “unwritten” in the colonial archie, see Stoler, Ann Laura, Along the Archival 
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to represent more vernacular and/or counter memories may be to offer 
alternative plaques,78 thereby allowing the physical “colonial” narrative to 
remain. A number of vernacular or “local” acts of memorialisation have 
been initiated in the UK in recent years, which provide counter-narra-
tives include the “Uncomfortable Art Tours” in which Alice Procter pro-
vides visitors to mainstream British museums with an “alternative view 
of imperialism” and argues that in lieu of actually repatriating artefacts, 
the least museums should and must do, is be honest about their his-
tories.79 In a similar vein, anti-colonialism campaigners in Oxford have 
created “alternative walking tours”.80 There is an international element 
to such movements. However, colonial spaces still require further decol-
onisation; there is typically little to be learnt from the colonial iconogra-
phy of statues such as Kitchener’s in Chatham in their current form with 
regards to colonial suffering. This statue’s plaque provides a list of his 
roles with no context and no indication of the type of military leader that 
he was, as I have indicated above. The “War Memorials Trust” has pro-
duced extended information on the statue, but again, it tells us his career, 
and yet tells us nothing about empire.81

Within BLM, Winston Churchill’s legacy is also being targeted. 
Kitchener’s career was entwined with Churchill’s in a manner of ways and 
they were certainly not fond of one another. The latter was initially vocal 
regarding his criticism of Kitchener for allowing the massacre and neglect 
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imperia list-pasts-uncomfortable-art-tours-slavery-colonialism (accessed 12 February 2020).
80 Elgot, Jessica, “‘Take It Down!’: Rhodes Must Fall Campaign Marches through Oxford”, The 
Guardian, 9 March 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/education/2016/mar/09/take-it-down-rhodes-
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of the Mahdist wounded in Sudan.82 There are of course similarities in that 
both were infamously involved in controversial acts of violence, and both 
remain part of the British myth of a “good war”. Churchill may have crit-
icised Kitchener at various stages in their careers from Sudan to the First 
World War, but Churchill also lacked respect for laws and customs of war, 
as he repeatedly showed throughout his career.

Britain in Transition? Metropolitan Decolonisation
Berny Sèbe argues that Kitchener’s colonial exploits are largely forgotten, 
but that it is the recruitment poster of the Second World War that he is 
synonymous with. Undoubtedly, this image is part of British cultural mem-
ory and is a key symbol which is instantly recognisable across British gen-
erations and contributes to the narrative related to the First World War.83 
Kitchener’s legacy ultimately seems assured based on his role in recruitment 
for the First World War, although perhaps a more critical stance towards 
this legacy is also due, considering the fate of those thousands of men 
who met his call to arms. It is not that Kitchener acted without criticism. 
His treatment of the Mahdi’s tomb led to direct criticism from Queen 
Victoria, to whom he had to justify his actions, although she still promoted 
and rewarded him in the war’s aftermath.84 This reward also led to some 
voiced criticism, thereby providing an example of an isolated critique of the 
empire’s “heroes”, although these protestations failed to prevent Kitchener 
receiving the sum of £30,000.85 It seems that Kitchener’s career is “multidi-
rectional” and while aspects of his career contradict a mythologised reputa-
tion, the two can seemingly be true simultaneously: he was both a British 
hero and a perpetrator of extreme violence. In British memory, those two 
things are evidently not mutually exclusive. Such reputations change over 
time and can be selectively chosen subject to contemporary needs. But 
these ongoing legacies point to a failed decolonisation of the metropole. As 
82 Churchill, Winston S., The River War: An Historical Account of the Reconquest of the Soudan, vol. 2 
(London 1899).
83 Assmann, Aleida, “Transformations between History and Memory”, Social Research 75:1 (2008), 
pp. 49-72.
84 The National Archives, Kew, Cromer Papers, Cromer to Salisbury, 12 March 1899, FO633/68.
85 Blunt, Wilfrid S., My Diaries: Being a Personal Narrative of Events, 1888-1914 (New York 1921).
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Bill Schwarz observes, we have not achieved the “postcolonial” and colonial 
mentalities live on in the aftermaths of the British Empire.86 

Britain currently finds iteslf in “transition” owing to Brexit, and more 
recently the BLM protests and the debates related to decolonisation and 
the removal of statues. As I argue above, it remains to be seen whether 
this situation will escalate to a “critical crisis” in line with Rüsen, thereby 
engendering a fundamental shift in historical interpretation. In spite of 
promising signs that a counternarrative is emerging, Brexit debates and 
the handling of negotiations with the EU have pointed to a continu-
ation of narratives of British “exceptionalism” on a political level and 
suggest that these will remain entrenched. It seems likely that the “old 
guard” such as Boris Johnson, Jacob Rees-Mogg and others will con-
tinue to hold the reins and little actual transition will occur, just as in 
Britain in 1989 as this volume’s introduction discusses. Johnson and Rees-
Mogg have attempted to (re)write history, or, as one reviewer put it, write 
“history as manifesto”.87 These men mean to take us “back” to a history 
they imagine existed.88 In the politics of British Empire memory the old 
guard seeks to protect its persistent narratives, thereby demonstrating as 
Rothberg alludes to, the anachronism of memory.89 A further part of this 
is of course the role of the British monarchy. As historian Freda Harcourt 
argues “a combination of circumstances between 1868 and 1874 allowed 
monarchism and imperialism to emerge as the foundations of a mod-
ernised national ideology and that a stock of political rhetoric became 
firmly established in its support”.90 The role of the monarchy in colonial-
ism and a lack of post-colonialism is clear. State visits to former colonies 
need to go beyond entertainment and fancy dinners, thereby challenging 
the standard narrative of colonialism and monarchy and actually have 

86 Schwarz, Bill, “Actually Existing Postcolonialism”, Radical Philosophy 1:104 (2000), p. 16.
87 Hughes, Kathryn, “The Victorians by Jacob Rees-Mogg Review – History as Manifesto”, The 
Guardian, 15 May 2019, https://amp.theguardian.com/books/2019/may/15/the-victorians-jacob-re-
es-mogg-review?__twit  ter_impression=true (accessed 17 May 2019).
88 Johnson, Boris, The Churchill Factor: How One Man Made History (London 2014); Rees-Mogg, 
Jacob, The Victorians: Twelve Titans Who Forged Britain (London 2019).
89 Rothberg (2009), p. 5.
90 Cited in Marks, Shula, “History, the Nation and Empire: Sniping from the Periphery”, History 
Workshop Journal 29:1 (1990), p. 113.
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the monarchy engage with the negative impact of British colonialism on 
its subjects.91 The honours system remains a contentious issue, and one 
which resurfaced in the recent Labour leadership contest.92 Perhaps it 
would be a good idea to replace the “empire” with “excellence”, but we 
need to engage with British imperial history, not ignore its existence and 
legacies, both in the past and present.

As well as a lack of a thorough transition to post-colonialism, there 
has been a severe absence of justice. There have 

been some high-profile cases in which the misdeeds of empire were 
taken to court, such as the success of the Mau Mau trial which entailed 
Kenyans tortured by the British in the violent processes of decolonisation 
receiving compensation for their suffering.93 However, in spite of media 
coverage, these events have failed to permeate the national consciousness 
or narrative. As historian Raymond Evans observes, in contrast to the 
Nazis’ crimes, “the imperial deeds of expansionist Western nations that 
defeated Hitler’s Germany have not been similarly dealt with”.94 Indeed, 
as Evans and others state, certain individuals have sought to rehabilitate 
the British Empire to thereby enable a justification of contemporary US 
imperialism.95

Concluding Remarks
As I suggested at the outset, approaches to the Holocaust have led to 
greater discussions among historians as to the violence that underpinned 

91 Kassam, Ashifa, “William and Kate Urged to Confront Past Colonial Wrongs in Canada”, The 
Guardian, 23 September 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/23/william-kate-duke-
duchess-cam bridge-urged-confront-colonial-wrongs-canada.
92 Cowburn, Ashley, “British ‘Excellence’ Honours System Must Replace Links to Empire, 
Labour’s Lisa Nandy”, The Independent, 1 February 2020, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/
uk/politics/labour-leadership-honours-system-empire-lisa-nandy-speech-a9312576.html (accessed 
11 February 2020).
93 Kennedy, Dane Keith, The Imperial History Wars: Debating the British Empire (London & New 
York 2018), p. 144.
94 Evans, Raymond, “‘Crime Without a Name’: Colonialism and the Case for ‘Indigenocide’”, in 
Moses (2011), pp. 133–47.
95 The most obvious example being Ferguson, Niall, Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World 
(London 2004).
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the British Empire. As this edited volume’s introduction conveys, the 
Holocaust has been used in a variety of ways to contrast with liberal 
democracies.96 As a range of scholars have recognised, the Holocaust has 
been used to overshadow the dark histories of Europe, but also, the bur-
geoning and sophisticated literature on the Holocaust has encouraged 
and enabled investigations of the colonial brutalities of empire across the 
world. These investigations include Britain’s Empire and its relationship 
with genocide.97 Of course, Rothberg argues this connection between 
how Holocaust studies has raised issues of European colonialism and vio-
lence. However, the UK case has shown rather a lack of “multidirection-
ality” on an official level.98 It is currently impossible to predict whether 
recent events will provide the much-needed catalyst for achieving true 
multidirectional memory in the UK regarding its dark imperial past, as 
well as its ongoing implications for the present.99

Within the UK, much emphasis is placed on the memorialisation of 
the Holocaust, notably in marked contrast to its own past, both in terms 
of government initiatives and British collective memory. Debates in this 
regard have been played out in relation to Britain’s Holocaust Memorial 
Day and several genocide scholars have observed the ways in which a 
political and lesson-centric approach has been taken by British officials 
to malign the misdeeds of others in contrast to Britain’s alleged history 
of protecting against persecution and intolerance.100 As Rothberg argues, 
decolonisation was central to the developments of memory and collec-
tive identity.101 As we know, memory is not about zero-sum competitions 
and to emphasise the need to focus on the British Empire, is not to argue 
“less” Holocaust. But, our understanding of one has implications for the 

96 Macdonald (2005).
97 Rothberg (2009), p. 6; Stone (2006); Shaw (2011). 
98 Rothberg (2009), p. 5.
99 See Hall, Catherine, “There are British Business Built on Slavery: This is How We Make Amends”, 
The Guardian, 23 June 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jun/23/british-busi-
ness-slave-trade- university-college-london-slave-owners (accessed 24 June 2020).
100 See Bloxham, Donald, “Britain’s Holocaust Memorial Days: Reshaping the Past in the Service of 
the Present”, Immigrants & Minorities 21:1–2 (2002), pp. 41–62; Shaw (2011).
101 Rothberg (2009), p. 7.
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other.102 That these histories are viewed as completely separate, and that 
Holocaust memory does take precedence over imperial histories is evi-
denced at the IWM, as others have observed. In such settings, Britain as 
perpetrator is continually underplayed and the emphasis is on the vio-
lence of others. By underplaying the role and devastation of Britain’s 
colonial wars, institutions can avoid the need to engage with the true 
legacies of violence that were perpetrated by or in the name of Britons. 

A central way in which this case differs to the others of this edited vol-
ume is related to trauma. While of course narratives of the world wars can 
clearly be viewed as built around British trauma and the horrors of twenti-
eth century warfare, Kitchener’s colonial exploits are about the trauma of his 
colonial victims. As the introduction explains, “realms of memory”, some of 
which I have discussed above, represent “ways of conveying and transmitting 
painful and often conflicting memories to future generations”.103 However, 
the trauma caused across the Empire, was committed thousands of miles 
away and is all but absent from the narrative of the perpetrators. Of course, 
there are exceptions, such as the recent Windrush scandal, where the painful 
consequences for British citizens linked to the Empire have been very real in 
the metropole. These events have shown the lack of decolonisation or lack of 
imagination in dealing with the British imperial past.

It is clear that we have not reached an age of postcolonialism, and as 
such, the latter is a place in the future for which we must continue to 
aim.104 The entrenchment in the myths of the past means that decolo-
nisation of the metropole remains an aim that is to be achieved by both 
acknowledging the scale of suffering that was perpetrated throughout 
and for the British Empire, but also the need to think more about the 
impact empire had on British society, as well as its continued interna-
tional aftermaths.105 Scholarly findings need to filter through to wider 
society and lead to greater acknowledgement of the inherent violence of 
the British colonial project, which continued until the bitter end.106 Little 
102 Salmons, Paul, “Why Do We Continue to Ignore the Holocaust?” (David Cesarani Holocaust 
Memorial Lecture, 26 January 2016, Royal Holloway, University of London). 
103 See the theoretical overview by Dulić and Kostić in this volume, p. 32.
104 Schwarz (2000).
105 Marks (1990).
106 Elkins, Caroline, Britains Gulag: The Brutal End of Empire in Kenya (London 2005); Anderson, 



98

transition has taken place thus far in the memory of empire for large sec-
tions of the British public.107 The narrative of a benevolent empire with 
great “heroes” needs to be challenged in public and official forums, allow-
ing collective memory to be removed from the confines of the old guard 
and narratives that have stuck for decades. The experiences and outcomes 
of empire have remained integral to British identity today and it seems 
doubtful that a Brexit Britain will be more conducive to dealing with this 
past. Indeed, if Britain faces a “Dorian Gray-like shockingly deteriorated 
image” in its extrication from the EU,108 greater concerns for the horrific 
legacies of empire are unlikely. However, this issue is being forced by 
BLM and others insisting on change, including decolonisation; whether 
we have reached a “critical crisis” remains to be seen.

David, Histories of the Hanged: Britain’s Dirty War in Kenya and the End of Empire (London 2005).
107 Dahlgreen, Will, “The British Empire Is ‘Something to Be Proud Of ’”, YouGov, 26 July 2014, 
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2014/07/26/britain-proud-its-empire.
108 Dorling, Daniel & Tomlinson, Sally, Rule Britannia: Brexit and the End of Empire (London 2019).
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“Vigilante” Expressions of Social 
Memory in Chile
Exploring La Comisión Funa as a Response to Justice Deficits 

Holly L. Guthrey 

Nearly thirty years after the transition to democracy following the dicta-
torship of Augusto Pinochet, the issue of how to remember and interpret 
the past continues to be a polemic topic in Chile. The roles played by 
the ideological Left and Right during the Pinochet regime continue to 
be disputed and debated. While today it is generally accepted that abuses 
took place under Pinochet’s regime—at least in part as a result of the final 
reports completed by Chile’s two truth commissions—the understand-
ings of why violations were committed and whether or not they were jus-
tified remains divisive. As Steve Stern writes, “the qualm was not about 
the facts but their explanation”.1 The “persistent range of ethical and 
political divisions” between varying interpretations of the past, according 
to Elizabeth Lira, have indeed survived into the present, “despite a con-
sensus on past events”.2

At the extremes of the memory continuum are, on one end, the Right 
as saviours of the country and the Left as terrorists threatening national 
security, hence justifying whatever abuse may have befallen them. Stern 
has referred to this as the “memory as salvation” narrative.3 On the far 
end of this narrative is the memory of the dictatorship as “cruel rupture,” 

1 Stern, Steve J., Reckoning with Pinochet: The Memory Question in Democratic Chile, 1989–2006 
(Durham 2010), p. 15.
2 Lira, Elizabeth, “Chile: Dilemmas of Memory” in The Memory of State Terrorism in the Southern 
Cone: Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay, eds.: Francesca Lessa & Vincent Druliolle (New York 2011), p. 
108. 
3 Stern (2010). 
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marked by “astonishing cruel and unending rupture of life” under mili-
tary rule.4 The latter narrative is further contextualised by a recognition 
that the military coup was predicated upon a now-debunked rumour 
of a left-wing “auto-coup” (known as Plan Zeta) wherein supporters of 
Salvador Allende allegedly planned to assassinate ranking members of the 
armed forces and Allende opponents. 

The memory of human rights violations being committed under false 
pretences compounds the human suffering of the Left as the coup was 
predicated upon a lie that led to as many as 3,000 individuals losing their 
lives and upwards of 40,000 being victims of torture.5 The resistance of 
the more extreme right to denounce the salvation narrative is seen to 
deny survivors and victims’ relatives acknowledgement that past viola-
tions were wrong, thus compounding the “cruel rupture” narrative. Such 
conflicting accounts of the past reflect what John Bodnar has referred to 
as “vernacular memory”, wherein an event is “remembered differently by 
various individuals and groups, so that there is always a large number 
of vernacular memories, many of them in conflict with one another”.6 
In this conceptualisation of memory, ordinary people or private citizens 
may both appropriate and reproduce different public narratives in their 
own ways, which do not necessary align, thus representing the diversity 
of interests in a society.7 

While there is much nuance in-between these extremes, the difficulty 
in reconciling the contradictory ways of remembering not only the 1973 
military coup itself but the seventeen-year dictatorship that followed 
continues to have crucial implications for the way in which transitional 
justice—and by extension, memories of the past—has unfolded follow-
ing the transition to democracy. The salvation narrative that has been 
continu ally used to justify or legitimise the abuses committed by the 

4 Stern (2010), p. 5.
5 Borzutzky, Silvia, Human Rights Policies in Chile: The Unfinished Struggle for Truth and Justice (Cham 
2017). 
6 Bodnar, John, Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth 
Century (Princeton 1992); Iriye, Akira, “Introduction: Historical Scholarship and Public Memory”, 
The Journal of American-East Asian Relations 4:2 (1995), p. 89. 
7 See e.g. Bodnar (1992); Breur, Lars & Delius, Anna, “1989 in European Vernacular Memory”, East 
European Politics and Societies and Cultures 31:3 (2017), p. 459. 
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junta has, at least in part, helped to insulate the armed forces and com-
plicit civilian actors from being held socially and legally accountable for 
their role in past crimes. Remembering regime opponents as terrorists has 
served to dilute blame against perpetrators associated with the regime. 
This sentiment is clearly characterised in the statement by the first dem-
ocratically elected president that succeeded Pinochet, Patricio Alywin, 
who emphasised the need for reconciliation because “we were all respon-
sible”.8 This understanding and framing of the past remains a sticking 
point for survivors and victims’ relatives, who instead remember the cruel 
rupture of lives caused by the regime’s brutal policies and tactics, which 
targeted them and their loved ones. 

While various transitional justice measures—two truth commissions, 
numerous reparations programmes, and domestic human rights trials—
have been undertaken in Chile under the auspices of facilitating justice 
and reconciliation, the socio-political context in which they were devel-
oped has meant that their reach has been ultimately limited. Structural 
factors developed by the regime have provided a legal basis for a “pro-
tected” or “highly restricted democracy” to be installed after the fall of 
the dictatorship.9 In conjunction with this, it can be argued that the divi-
sive memory landscape in Chile has inhibited taking a stronger stand on 
past human rights violations, especially as it relates to accountability. 

In particular, although the more extreme right who support the sal-
vation narrative is technically a minority, this group comprises a pow-
erful political and economic force in the country.10 It has an interest in 
maintaining the status quo, not least as it relates to the 1980 Constitution 
authored by the Pinochet regime, which provides protections for elite 
business leaders, right-wing politicians and the armed forces, which are 
part and parcel of the resulting restricted democracy.11 

8 Collier, Simon, and William F. Sater, A history of Chile, 1808–1994 (Cambridge 1996), p. 355. 
9 Barahona de Brito, Alexandra, “Passion, Constraint, Law and Fortuna. The Human Rights Challenge 
to Chilean Democracy”, in Burying the Past: Making Peace and Doing Justice after Civil Conflict, ed. 
Nigel Biggar (Washington, D.C., 2003); Collins, Cath, “Human Rights Trials in Chile during and 
after the “Pinochet Years”, International Journal of Transitional Justice 4:1 (2010), pp. 67–86; Borzutzky 
(2017). 
10 Stern (2010).
11 See e.g. Stern (2010).  
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Among those who remember the dictatorship as “cruel rupture”, 
discontent with the slow and insufficient advances in accountability of 
Pinochet-era perpetrators has manifested in what could be categorised as 
“vigilante” expressions of social memory in the form of “public outings” 
of these individuals known in Chile as funas. Backed by the social move-
ment La Comisión Funa, survivors, victims’ relatives and other supporters 
take to the streets to publicly mob and shame alleged perpetrators in pub-
lic spaces such as workplaces, homes, and cafés to expose them to their 
neighbours and colleagues. La Comisión Funa, working under the motto 
“si no hay justicia, hay funa” (“if there is not justice, there is funa”) takes 
justice into their own hands in these confrontations that are designed to 
at the very least socially and morally sanction perpetrators through forcing 
onlookers to engage with the gravity of human rights violations commit-
ted by actors of the regime as banners are flown with words such as “mur-
derer” and “torturer”. 

This chapter investigates how tensions in social memory of the Pinochet 
regime have resulted in the pursuit of “vigilante” initiatives for preserving 
and transmitting memory about the dictatorship, advancing “justice” in 
their own way in the absence of sufficient institutional acknowledgement 
(not least through accountability) for the harms suffered that in many cases 
continue to have present-day consequences.12 

The chapter begins by contextualising the manifestation of the 
polemic memory narratives in Chile through the description of Plan 
Zeta (or Plan Z). Secondary source material will be complemented with 
in-depth interview data that illustrates the persistence of the regime 
opponents as “terrorists” narrative in the present day and the effects this 
has had on survivors and victims’ relatives.13 A brief outline of the tran-

12 See e.g. Guthrey, Holly L., “(In)equality before, during and after state repression in Chile: 
Examining casual mechanisms of distrustful attitudes” (unpublished paper). 
13 Twenty-six in-depth interviews were conducted with survivors, victims’ relatives, human rights 
lawyers, academics and activists in two periods, April to May 2018 and November to December 2018 
(fieldwork for this project was partially supported by the International Peace Research Association 
Foundation). For a comprehensive description of the field research process in Chile during which 
in-depth interview data was collected, see Guthrey, Holly L., “Trust after Transition? Exploring 
Attitudes toward Perpetrators in Post-dictatorship Chile” (under review). All interviewees are referred 
to by pseudonyms in this chapter to protect their anonymity. 
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sitional justice strategies that have been undertaken will then be pro-
vided, with an emphasis on the challenges faced by the processes which 
have in effect softened their potential impacts—especially in terms of 
holding perpetrators accountable in ways that align with international 
(and in some cases, domestic) legal norms. 

The chapter then introduces background on La Comisión Funa, cou-
pled with media sources and in-depth interview material to depict the 
way in which funas are used in Chile as a grassroots means to counteract 
deficiencies in accountability measures and, in essence, force the pub-
lic to face the memories of suffering during the dictatorship. I conclude 
with a discussion of how funas reflect the importance of institutional 
and social acknowledgement of past human rights violations, illustrat-
ing that without sufficient social and moral sanctions for perpetrators 
levied through transitional justice processes, victims might be likely to 
empower themselves through taking “justice” into their own hands out-
side of formal systems. 

In all, funas appear to represent an inherent need for victim-survi-
vors to have their experiences recognised, even if by essentially imposing 
them upon onlookers when public memory or specific vernacular mem-
ories localised within powerful elite circles fail to validate the cruelty of 
their suffering. While it is unclear whether these outings of perpetrators 
have had an effect on the larger society, their mere occurrence is now a 
component of Chile’s contemporary history and an ongoing process of 
reflecting on the past and (re)claiming agency and space for narratives of 
victim-survivors. 

Social Memory in Chile 
This chapter focuses on the most extreme ends of the memory continu um 
in Chile—based on Steve Stern’s conceptualisations of “memory as sal-
vation” and “memory as cruel rupture” as the tension between these nar-
ratives directly captures the opposition that has coloured the country’s 
pursuit of transitional justice. I extend these conceptualisations for the 
purpose of this chapter by referring to them as the salvation-terrorist and 
contrasting rupture-injustice narratives. Both national security and eco-
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nomic success have been used as touchstones for the right-wing to employ 
an “ends justify the means” narrative in which human rights violations 
were defensible because of the economic advancement that was achieved 
through the neo-liberal model pursued under the regime.14 The left-wing 
“terrorists” were then a roadblock to this progress and deserved to be elim-
inated for the sake of the nation, protecting it from the perils of com-
munism but also the imminent internal war for which the Left was alleg-
edly preparing. 

On the other hand, in the rupture-injustice narrative, the abuses com-
mitted under the dictatorship are indefensible, no matter what economic 
success may or may not have resulted from the regime’s neo-liberal poli-
cies. Leftists and alleged leftist supporters were imprisoned without due 
process, held without the right of habeas corpus and commonly tortured 
in the facilities in which they were kept. Equally if not more psychologi-
cally damaging was the widespread practice of disappearing people, which 
“was aimed at destroying left-wing organisations defined as threats to the 
national security of the country”.15 In the absence of “‘evidence’, the mili-
tary could always deny the existence of the crimes and avoid being accused 
of murdering its own people”.16 It could be as if these crimes never hap-
pened, which has inherently complicated holding perpetrators accounta-
ble in the present. The massive loss in addition to the rifts created in the 
continuity of peoples’ lives during the dictatorship without a sense that the 
state has properly reckoned with the consequences of this suffering adds a 
profound feeling of injustice to the memory of cruel rupture.

Plan Z: Historical Background and Contemporary Effects 
The background of how the salvation-terrorist narrative developed prior 
to the military coup as way to legitimise the ouster of Salvador Allende 
and subsequent use of force against leftists is foundational for under-
standing the way in which transitional justice, and consequently how 
the past is remembered, has unfolded over time. This section starts by 

14 See e.g. Lira (2011). 
15 Borzutzky (2017), p. 13.
16 Ibid. 
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describing the context that stoked fear in political and military elites in 
the face of losing socio-economic power as a consequence of Allende’s 
socialist doctrine, which foregrounds the spreading of the rumoured Plan 
Z that in turn concretised the salvation-terrorist narrative associated with 
the dictatorship. 

Salvador Allende, democratically elected in 1970 by just over one-third 
of the Chilean population, embarked upon his socialist vision for the coun-
try immediately after taking office. He made efforts to nationalise Chile’s 
natural resources, social services and banks as well as pushed for land and 
agrarian reforms. The latter was espoused in tacit consent from the gov-
ernment for peasants to seize “huge estates owned by absentee landlords”, 
which sometimes also resulted in their taking land from small-scale farm-
ers.17 The new fiscal policies, however, “shattered Chile’s economy instead 
of helping it” and brought ire from rich Chileans “who despised him 
[Allende] for seizing the property from which their wealth had come”, but 
also “the middle class, squeezed by inflation and plagued with shortag-
es”.18 The Nixon Administration in the United States was also antagonistic 
toward the Allende government and grew increasingly hostile when copper 
mines were fully nationalised in addition to “other industrial properties 
owned by US companies”. Compounding the hostility, the Allende gov-
ernment refused to pay compensation for these properties and US exports 
to Chile decreased by 50% during his administration.19 

Against this backdrop, rumours began to circulate about a “supposed 
plot of the extreme Left to impose communism definitely upon Chile”, 
known as Plan Zeta (or Plan Z), which was essentially used to substantiate 
the military coup and ultimately served as a “justification for the thousands 
of people who were brutally tortured, killed and/or ‘disappeared’ especially 
during 1973”.20 Plan Z, which was allegedly “found in the desk of a commu-

17 Winn, Peter & Cristobal, Kay, “Agrarian Reform and Rural Revolution in Allende’s Chile” in 
Journal of Latin American Studies 6:1 (1974). See also “Chile: The Bloody End of a Marxist Dream”, 
TIME Magazine, 24 September 1973, p. 39.
18 Winn and Kay (1974); “Chile: The Bloody End of a Marxist Dream”, p. 45; see also Lira (2011). 
19 “Chile. The Bloody End of a Marxist Dream”, p. 38. 
20 Valenzuela, Arturo & Valenzuela, Samuel J. “Visions of Chile”, Latin American Research Review, 10:3 
(1975); Oteiza, Teresa, “Evaluative patterns in the official discourse of human rights in Chile. Giving 
value to the past and building historical memories in society”, Documentação de Estudos em Lingüística 
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nist former under-secretary for the interior” was part of the “White Book 
on the Change of Government” rushed together by Pinochet’s regime in 
the weeks after the coup.21 Although later proven through declassified CIA 
documents that this was false and only invented by the architects of the 
military coup, the rumoured “blacklist” contained names of “key leaders of 
the armed forces and of the opposition” to Allende to be assassinated.22 It 
likewise included information about supposed terrorist training camps in 
Chile, which ultimately played a determinate role in the radicalisation of 
the military and civilian supporters of the dictatorship, who, afraid of being 
victims of treacherous crimes of the leftists, imposed the logic of “ellos o 
nosotros” (them or us).23 The propagation of the “myth of Plan Z” was used 
to “exacerbate the military’s hatred of communism” and caused “many mil-
itary officers to believe that they had to kill in self-defence”.24 

Right-wing activists used the “lexicon of mental disease” to describe 
leftist activists as “crazed people” who were “wilful and diabolical, turned 
rampant”, and fanatic assassins.25 Dehumanisation of the Left began to take 
hold with this group being painted as lacking even “the most basic human 
integrity”, which some political figures went as far as suggesting these “sub-
versives were a different sort of being—‘humanoids’, who “would assassi-
nate masses of innocent people… in cold blood—even sympathisers and 
one another” as “they would stop at nothing to impose their will”.26 As Lira 
further comments, the “so-called subversives, extremists, and leftists were 
defined as non-Chileans, as anti-patriots, and traitors” which left them 
“susceptible not only to exclusion, but also extermination”.27

Teórica e Aplicada (DELTA) 25 (2009), pp. 619–20.
21 “The Pinochet affair. Blackwashing Allende”, The Economist 28 January 1999, https://www.econo-
mist.com/the-americas/1999/01/28/blackwashing-allende (accessed 22 November 2019).
22 Valenzuela & Valenzuela (1975). 
23 “Blackwashing Allende” (1999); Sohr, Raúl, “Secretario de Prensa de la Junta Militar sobre el Plan Z. 
‘Fue una gran maniobra de guerra sicológica’”, The Clinic, 2 September 2013, https://www.theclinic.
cl/2013/09/02/el-plan-z-la-mentira-que-ensangrento-a-chile/ (accessed 22 November 2019).
24 Heinz, Wolfgang S. & Frühling, Hugo, Determinants of Gross Human Rights Violations by State and 
State-sponsored Actors in Brazil, Uruguay, Chile, and Argentina, 1960-1990 (Leiden 1999), p. 525.
25 Stern, Steve J.  Battling for Hearts and Minds: Memory Struggles in Pinochet’s Chile, 1973-1988 
(Durham 2006), p. 46. 
26 Valenzuela & Valenzuela (1975), p. 168; Stern (2006), p. 46, 50. 
27 Lira (2011), p. 115. 
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By usurping the “humanness” of others and subjecting them to what 
Susan Opotow has referred to as “moral exclusion”, the Other “lose[s] 
the capacity to evoke compassion and moral emotions”, which makes it 
easier to treat them viciously.28 This process of exclusion suspends nor-
mal boundaries associated with moral values and rules, making violence 
appear permissible and defensible. The above conceptualisation of the 
Left as cold, rigid and calculating parallels Haslam’s notion of “mechanis-
tic dehumanisation”, which he argues results in indifference rather than 
disgust.29 In this context, these people will be disregarded as “social part-
ners”, which justifies a denial of their rights because they have no minds 
or emotions that make them entitled to or worthy of rights.30

Indeed, this dehumanising narrative of the “evil” Left within Plan 
Z “justified indifference to the fate of the persecuted”, and was overtly 
intended “to provoke the slaughter of a million opposition persons” 
according to comments from Pinochet himself.31 Following the coup, the 
Junta claimed “that all political prisoners either participated in prepara-
tions for Plan Z, or were guilty of civil offenses during the period of the 
‘illegal’ Allende government”.32 Hence, violence against the Left was justi-
fied to prevent the supposed “auto-coup” that would eliminate members 
of the military and Allende opponents. The military junta illuminated 
itself “as the saviour of the nation and justify all of its measures as neces-
sary to root out the evil of Communism” who “spared the Chilean peo-
ple of a Left so demonic it defied belief ”.33 The narrative of “salvation” 
that developed has ultimately become cemented in right-wing Chilean 
political rhetoric and continues to be used as a justification for the abuses 
committed against the Left during the dictatorship.34 
28 Kelman, Herbert C. (1976). “Violence without Restraint. Reflections on the Dehumanization of 
Victims and Victimizers”, in Varieties of Psychohistory, eds.: George M. Kren & Leon H. Rappoport 
(New York 1976), pp. 282–314; Opotow, Susan, “Moral Exclusion and Injustice: An Introduction”, 
Journal of Social Issues 46 (1990), pp. 1–20; Haslam, Nick, “Dehumanization. An Integrative Review,” 
Personality and Social Psychology Review 10:3 (2006), p. 254.
29 Haslam (2006), p. 258. 
30 Ibid., p. 261. 
31 Stern (2006), p. 46, 50.
32 Heinz & Fruhling (1999), p. 481.
33 Valenzuela & Valenzuela (1975), p. 167; Stern (2006), p. 46; Lira (2011). 
34 Stern (2010). 
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As a result, intergroup threat was manufactured, or manipulated, and 
used to mobilise prejudice against the Left to justify the immense vio-
lence against those opposed the military junta. While the intensification 
of dehumanisation narratives is not an uncommon precursor to mass 
violence, the widespread acceptance of the veracity of this completely 
fabricated plan to demonise the ideological opposition by the Right in 
order to justify the coup is particular. Strength and credence were pre-
sumably added to this narrative as a function of the support from the 
US, which was virulently opposed to communism across the globe and 
notably cosy with the Chilean armed forces—a proposition validated by 
the Plan Z document being part of the White book that was supported 
by the CIA.35 Despite widespread punishment of Allende supporters 
under the auspices of their association with Plan Z through military tri-
bunals, it is notable that “no military court case was ever presented to 
prove the existence of the so-called ‘Plan Z’ as a national plan, nor to 
punish its authors” and that “in the years following 1973, it was practi-
cally never mentioned”.36 

The “terrorist” narrative was further engrained into political discourse 
in Chile with the establishment of the Anti-Terrorist Law in 1984. In 
response to increased popular protests amid the economic crisis in the 
early 1980s, the law allowed the state and its security forces 

to arrest and search without a warrant; to detain for up to 30 days before com-
mitting to trial; to keep a detainee incommunicado for up to 15 days; to with-
hold evidence from the defence for long periods; to use the CNI to assist in 
the investigations; and to increase the penalties for a wide range of offenses.37 

Hence, although the terrorist narrative had been promulgated prior to the 
military coup, regime opponents could now legally be considered “terror-
ists”, which means repression became legalised.38 This law still remains in 
force today, which likely has implications for the ease with which some 
35 See e.g. Stern (2006), p. 49. This is particularly illustrated in the extension of “$10 million to the 
Chilean air force to buy transport planes and other equipment” in 1972 by the United States; see 
“Bloody End” (1973), p. 45. 
36 Heinz & Fruhling (1999), p. 456.
37 Borzutzky (2017), pp. 29–30.
38 See e.g. Lira (2011). 
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extreme right-wing politicians and other Pinochetistas mobilise this ter-
minology to continue justifying past abuse committed against the Left. 

Contemporary Illustrations and  
Implications of the Salvation-terrorist Narrative
In 2018, the salvation-terrorist narrative was mobilised by right-wing sen-
ator Deputy Ignacio Urrutia (UDI), who in the context of discussing a 
new victim reparations bill (which was later withdrawn by the Piñera gov-
ernment) said:

Excellent news! The Government has withdrawn this project that is disastrous 
since it is not the first time these little gifts are given to people who, more than 
exiles, were terrorists. So in good time the government withdrew this aguinaldo 
[Christmas bonus/tip usually given to kids] that was to be given to these people 
again.39

Referring to Senator Urrutia’s statement, Fernando, a human rights law-
yer interviewed for this study, commented that the things he said 

are in the most extreme, but yes Urrutia represents a faction, which isn’t minor, 
in the right-wing parties, that questions the victims. That is to say the victims 
don’t only have to go through this but they expose themselves to bad treatment, 
they expose themselves to frustrating accusations. It is horrible to read what 
there is on social networks. “You only want money, you are a terrorist. Go to 
Venezuela, etc.” All of the things you can imagine. So, of course, Urrutia repre-
sents a sector of the Chilean congress, and that is worrying, and that is because 
today, it doesn’t shock [cause a scandal in] the bigger society, when someone 
says that.40 

Survivors and victims’ relatives are acutely aware of this discourse. Several 
interviewees referred to the salvation-terrorist narrative as a painful 
reminder of how political power has not shifted in a way that has ade-
39 Marín, Verónica, “Diputado Urrutia califica a víctimas de la dictadura como ‘terroristas con agu-
inaldo’ y oposición abandona la Sala” in Emol (19 April 2018): https://www.emol.com/noticias/
Nacional/2018/04/19/903132/Oposicion-abandona-sesion-del-Congreso-luego-de-que-diputado-
Urrutia-UDI-calificara-a-victimas-de-la-dictadura-como-terroristas-con-aguinaldo.html (accessed 11 
February 2020).
40 Interview with “Fernando”, Santiago, Chile, 28 November 2018.



110

quately acknowledged the violations they endured at the hands of the 
military regime. Carla, for example, noted that 

[i]t still hurts when a senator says that we were terrorists or a TV anchor congrat-
ulates the senator for what he/she said. It’s painful, it’s a new torture, and it’s a
psychological torture.41

Others also spoke about the affront they experience in the face of politi-
cians defending past violations for the sake of saving the nation from ter-
rorism. Augustina commented:

Today I was listening to a young congresswoman, in an interview [from] last 
night, which was really dreadful to listen to her where she defends, she talks 
about terrorism from before… To defend Pinochetismo, the Dictatorship—
according to them it is not dictatorship42—and the crimes well, “they were doing 
something”. And they say, no we don’t agree with the human rights violations, 
but they defended the dictatorship. So, every day, it is harder for us.43

These remarks from Carla and Augustina emphasise the additional psycho-
logical damage of being publicly reminded that there are factions of soci-
ety that do not recognise the moral wrongness of past human rights vio-
lations, which appears to compound the memories of the rupture caused 
by the dictatorship. Camila similarly said that 

They said it [the dictatorship] was justified. They even invented the Plan Z, the 
famous Plan Z. They wanted to kill everyone who was against them. But the plan 
was fake…They used that to create incentives in the low ranks to kill opposition 
members, they killed many innocent people…they say that killing communists 
was nothing wrong.44

Highlighting the fake nature of Plan Z used to justify previous abuse, 
Camila points again to the intensified sense of injustice resulting from 

41 Interview with “Carla”, Santiago, Chile, 10 May 2018.
42 This comment refers to the ideological division over how to refer to the 1973–1989 period. Those on 
the left generally refer to the period as the military dictatorship, whereas those on the right commonly 
reference the government of Pinochet or the military government thereby avoiding the negatively 
connotated term “dictatorship”.
43 Interview with “Augustina”, Santiago, Chile, 18 December 2018.
44 Interview with “Camila”, Santiago, Chile, 4 May 2018.
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the conspiracy directed toward leftists. Helena commented on the effect 
that this kind of labelling has had on her and other regime opponents, 
marginalising them from society during the dictatorship. 

We lived in the most absolute abandonment. People, when they saw us, tried to 
close their curtains. We were dangerous. So, they said “get away from me because 
you put my family in danger”.45

Helena remembered that at the time of her abuse when she lost her child, 
she recalled the comment from her abuser: “[imitating] ‘one less terrorist’ 
they said”. Continuing with reflections about this narrative in the present 
day, Helena spoke about being intimidated by her perpetrator in relation 
to participating in a judicial process against him: 

Once he told me “how bad that we did not finish killing you” [laughs in disbe-
lief ]. Forty years later what do I tell them? How do I react?46

She reflected on her disbelief at people being able to say things like this: 

Now, you later think, what has happened in our history and our context that 
allows these people to act this way with the utmost tranquillity? Feeling like they 
have the right to do what they do, saying [imitating] “what a pity that we didn’t 
kill you”.47 

Here, Helena refers to her sense that former regime members have such 
a degree of impunity and protection that they can make comments like 
this to victims without consequence. Mateo made explicit reference to 
how the continuation of the salvation-terrorist narrative is a consequence 
of insufficient understanding of the past history:

That is how many things are going to be clarified. Because nowadays, there are 
people that still say, “no this did not happen. This is a lie. All the exiles are terror-
ists.” Because history has not been opened. There is still no reparation.48 

45 Interview with “Helena”, Santiago, Chile, 7 December 2018.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid. 
48 Interview with “Helena”, Santiago, Chile, 7 December 2018.
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The implication of his comments suggests a need to reckon with past his-
tory in a way that acknowledges the harms done without justifying abuse 
away through denial. 

Framing of the Past and Transitional Justice Efforts 
The political pact that allowed the transition to democracy to take place 
peacefully, coupled with the salvation-terrorist narrative, has continued 
to protect regime members and accomplices from the severity of legal 
sanctions that align with international law (and by extension Chilean 
domestic law as the country is a signatory to treaties such as the Geneva 
Convention, which prohibits amnesty for disappearances).49 In particu-
lar, the strength of state security apparatuses and protection of right-wing 
power has remained relatively intact as a result of the 1980 Constitution 
authored by the regime as well as the adoption of “organic law” of the 
armed forces hurriedly passed in the final months preceding the dem-
ocratic transition.50 In addition, these protections have been ostensibly 
bolstered because of the strength of the powerful minority comprised of 
business leaders, soldiers and right-wing politicians who have an inter-

49 Article 5b in the Chilean Constitution states that “the exercise of sovereignty recognises as a limita-
tion the respect for the essential rights which emanate from human nature. It is the duty of the organs 
of the State to respect and promote those rights, guaranteed by this Constitution, as well as by the 
international treaties ratified by Chile and which are in force”. Hence, Chilean domestic law requires 
adherence to the prohibition of amnesty for the crime of disappearances, even in times of war, as man-
dated by the 1949 Geneva Convention. 
50 The binomial electoral system mandated in the 1980 constitution was “established to create over-rep-
resentation of the Right” wherein essentially in congressional races, candidates could win seats with a 
third of the vote instead of a majority”; Stern (2010), p. 25. Notably, “the electoral system continues to 
favour the political Right (many of whom supported the Pinochet regime)”; Bonner (2013), p. 675. In 
addition, “organic law” would supersede regular law, and “secured a high level of military autonomy” 
through “protection against presidential dismissal of commanders and high officers, against civilian 
intrusion on the officer promotion-and-retirement system, and against pressure through reduction of 
budgets”; Stern (2010), p. 26. Notably, it was also mandated that the military would receive 10 per-
cent of “gross sales revenue from the state copper corporation,” which would be a minimum of USD 
$200 million (Ibid.). For further discussion of the continued autonomy from the civilian government 
enjoyed by the militarised branch of the national police force (the Carabineros) as well as how they 
“remain accountable to military rather than civilian courts”, see Bonner, Michelle D., “The Politics of 
Police Image in Chile,” Journal of Latin American Studies 45 (2013), p. 675.
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est in maintaining the economic system developed under Pinochet, not 
least the widespread system of privatisation and consumer credit.51 This 
powerful minority is a key group of actors that justify and defend human 
rights violations committed by the Pinochet regime on the basis of the 
salvation-terrorist narrative: by rooting out the terrorist threat, Chile was 
saved from evil Communism and bloodthirsty leftists while also making 
economic advances. 

While the legal frameworks developed by the Pinochet regime have 
been undoubtedly pivotal in guiding transitional justice policies and 
processes, when taken together with the political strength of those who 
subscribe to the salvation-terrorist narrative, the potential for securing 
truth and accountability for dictatorship-era crimes has faced severe 
challenges. Although Chile has undertaken multiple transitional jus-
tice processes—two truth commissions, reparations programs, domes-
tic human rights trials—these factors working in the background have 
led to limitations in what transitional justice would actually be able to 
achieve. Guthrey has called attention to what she frames as “social and 
legal privileges” that associates of the regime, including convicted perpe-
trators of human rights violations, have been able to enjoy throughout 
the duration of various transitional justice processes since 1990 until the 
present.52 In particular, she points to how the processes of official truth 
recovery and retributive justice have not resulted in what survivors and 
victims’ relatives perceive as sufficient social and moral sanctions for per-
petrators’ past crimes. Of particular note are that: perpetrators’ names 
are kept confidential in truth commission reports; prosecutions result 
in strikingly low sentences compared with the gravity of past crimes; 
and when convictions are conferred, perpetrators either enter a special 
“luxury” prison to serve their sentences, are given house arrest or pro-
bation.53 In addition, prison sentences do not necessarily abrogate one’s 
rank or military pension paid by the state (and thus citizens’ taxes), 
allowing those prosecuted to maintain social and economic status even 
after being convicted as murderers and torturers of their countrymen 

51 See e.g. Stern (2010)
52 Guthrey “ (In)equality” (unpublished paper).
53 For a more comprehensive discussion of these issues see ibid.
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and women. Finally, while not to diminish the advances made toward 
accountability in Chile, the number of alleged perpetrators tried for past 
abuse does not begin to correspond to either those directly involved 
with regime-era security apparatuses, nor civilian accomplices.54 This 
has caused much consternation and anxiety for survivors who have 
remarked on the commonness of seeing one’s torturer in public spaces.55 
As a response to these deficiencies, some have taken “justice” into their 
own hands through taking part in the work of La Comisión Funa. 

Case Study: La Comisión Funa as Vigilante Social Memory 
At the same time that Pinochet was under house arrest in the UK in the 
late 1990s, university students—many of which were children of social 
activists who suffered human rights violations during the dictatorship—
began forming a new social movement that staged “demonstrations in 
front of the homes and businesses of accused perpetrators of human rights 
abuses”.56 Modelled after the escraches in Argentina, La Comisión Funa ini-
tiated their first demonstration on 1 October 1999.57 This date marked the 
first occasion where the group gathered at La Clinica Indisa to publicly 
denounce a cardiologist, Alejandro Forero, that had been associated with 
Comando Conjunto and was known to have participated in torture and 
disappearances of leftists.58

With the primary goal to “combat official impunity for perpetra-
tors with a public shame model”, Comisión Funa “uses existing NGO 
docu mentation of human rights violations to name perpetrators pub-

54 Ibid. 
55 Guthrey, “Trust after Transition”.
56 Baxter, Victoria, “Civil Society Promotion of Truth, Justice, and Reconciliation in Chile. Villa 
Grimaldi”, Peace and Change 30:1 (2005), pp. 123–24; Trafilaf, Sandra, “’Si no hay justicia, hay funa’. 
Se reactiva la ‘Comisión Funa’”, Diario Uchile: Radio Universidad de Chile (18 June 2014), https://
radio.uchile.cl/2014/06/18/si-no-hay-justicia-hay-funa-se-reactiva-la-comision-funa/ (accessed 22 
November 2019). 
57 The eschraches were “a similar movement of earlier origin in Argentina, the FUNA has an essentially 
confrontational, mobile, resolutely anti-institutional character”; Hite, Katherine & Collins, Cath, 
“Memorial Fragments, Monumental Silences and Reawakenings in 21st-Century Chile”, Millennium: 
Journal of International Studies 38:2 (2009), p. 391.
58 Stern (2010); Trafilaf (2014).
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licly,” which commonly happens outside of their homes or workplaces.59 
The activities of the group have largely grown out of dissatisfaction with 
the judicial process, especially lenient sentences for human rights vio-
lations and perceptions of ongoing impunity, including that relatively 
low numbers of perpetrators have been tried in relation to the extent 
of state security apparatuses (and civilian collaboration) during the 
regime.60 According to a 2014 comment from the then president of the 
Agrupación de Familiares de Ejecutados Políticos (Association of Relatives 
of the Politically Executed, AFEP), La Comisión Funa can be seen as 
necessary in the sense that if justice is not achieved, at least perpetra-
tors will be subjected to a moral, social and/or political sanction in their 
neighbourhoods or among their work colleagues as these people come to 
know what “class” of person they are associating with, i.e. that the sub-
jects of the demonstrations were involved in committing or supporting 
torture.61 Members of La Comisión, such as a daughter of a detenido-desa-
parecido (detained-disappeared person), likewise indicate that their work 
is important for achieving social justice through making crimes against 
humanity visible, and thus doing justice.62 Consisting of as many as “sev-
eral hundred people at a time” taking part in these public denunciations, 
La Funa turns “the memorial gaze from the victim to the perpetrator”, 
particularly through explicitly calling attention to their past crimes.63 

Funas are commonly advertised on social media platforms with ref-
erence to the time and date of the demonstration and the subject to be 
approached as well as their role in the dictatorship. Often, the demon-
strations are recorded and uploaded to these platforms allowing followers 
and supporters to vicariously take part in the activities. 

La Comisión Funa has “made memory a political and public process 
by organising protests, publicly unmasking human rights violators liv-
ing in impunity, and initiating numerous judicial processes and inves-
tigations that have led to the discovery of clandestine mass graves and 
59 Baxter (2005), p. 125; Hite & Collins (2009), p. 391; La Comision Funa, “Somos”, http://comision-
funa.org/somos/ (accessed 22 November 2019)
60 For a summary see e.g. Guthrey “Trust after transition”.
61 Trafilaf (2014).
62 Ibid. 
63 Hite & Collins (2009), p. 391. 
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the trials of a significant number of military officers in recent years”.64 
Their approach confronts a broader audience with memories of the past 
as funa demonstrations have their own unique impact through “reach-
ing of indifferent or even hostile publics who would be most unlikely to 
approach or acknowledge a fixed site or static memorial”.65 People who 
may not be sympathetic to the issue of human rights violations are then 
actively confronted with narratives of survivors or relatives of victims. 

In addition to emphasising with their slogan that funas can be used 
as a functional substitute for punitive justice, their website also indi-
cates that “we neither forget, nor forgive,” which suggests an orientation 
toward the need to remember the past and also not to brush it aside in 
favour of “reconciliation without justice”.66 Funas are then a unique illus-
tration of how the memory of abuses committed is equally if not more 
important than the abuses sustained by victims and survivors. In particu-
lar, these demonstrations depict the importance of subjecting perpetra-
tors to social sanctions when those sanctions resulting from transitional 
justice processes are seen as deficient. 

One interviewee, Pablo, recounted how he was one of the initial mem-
bers of La Comisión, as he had been conducting his own investigations 
into past human rights violations after returning from exile and thus had a 
wealth of information about the perpetrators. He spoke about participating 
in the first funa against the cardiologist Alejandro Forero Alvarez at the hos-
pital in which he worked. Linking to the justification for initiating funas, 
Pablo said “But in the early 2000s most of these guys were just free,” sug-
gesting discontent that perpetrators were continuing their lives in impunity. 
He continued, “and today, most of the guys that were low ranks are free on 
the streets, and the funas are still doing their work,” again relating the work 
of the “very frequent” funas as a response to the freedom of perpetrators. 
Teresa discussed why she began participating in funas as she said: 

Because it was a moment that I did not think justice was going to be achieved, 
formally. I still think the same [laughs], but in that moment I had a different 

64 Klubock, Thomas Miller, “History and Memory in Neoliberal Chile: Patricio Guzman’s Obstinate 
Memory and The Battle of Chile”, Radical History Review 85 (2003), p. 277. 
65 Hite & Collins (2009), p. 391. 
66 La Comision Funa, “Somos”: http://comisionfuna.org/somos/ (accessed 1 December 2019). 
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driving force. I still think that funas are very important, I think that it is very 
good for them to be done.67 

Here there is also a clear link between the initiation of funas and the defi-
ciencies in formal justice for regime members. She continued, 

But it is also something generational, the funas. The people that started the funas 
are sons and daughters of militants that have a direct relation to the escraches in 
Argentina, which started from the organisation HIJOS, and for which their great 
uniqueness is that they retake the political banners of their parents. So, militancy 
is once again a topic, and a memory that they want to hold up. So, that is what 
made sense to me in that time, and it still makes sense to me, and that is why I 
participated in those instances at that time.68

The mention here of holding up the memory of the militant movements 
that resisted the Pinochet regime reflects again the importance of remem-
bering the fight against the brutal dictatorship for victims. Funas then 
serve to uphold the memories of resistance and of parents who perished 
under the regime, becoming a possible source of empowerment that was 
challenged during military rule. 

In response to questions about whether they would accept to 
live next door to a former member of the regime, three inter viewees 
noted that if they should discover their neighbour was part of the 
regime, they would funar the person, as discussed in Guthrey’s recent 
research.69 Helena, for example, expressed that if she were to meet one 
of her perpetrators in her apartment building, so would likely have 
the inclination to strike him, illustrating an inherent desire to reclaim 
agency as a response to her past torture.70 She continued, however, 
by saying that at the very least she would funar the person and called 
upon the motto of La Comisión, that “if there is no justice there is 
funa”. Blanca and Augustina also indicated they would ensure that 
the perpetrator was exposed to the neighbourhood as being part of 
the regime. Blanca said:

67 Interview with “Teresa”, Santiago, Chile, 18 December 2018.
68 Ibid. 
69 Guthrey, “Trust after transition”.
70 Ibid.
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I would live funandolo [repudiating him in a loud manner]. I would be putting 
posters in his house, I wouldn’t let him live in peace so the people who live here 
know that he is a torturer.71

Similarly, Augustina remarked:

If I lived in the rich neighbourhoods and I had a neighbour like that, I would 
write something every day. “A criminal lives here.” I would funarlo. I wouldn’t let 
him to be in peace, without assaulting him, without insulting him, but mostly a 
written paper, a painting in his wall, every now and then some shouts. [I would 
make sure] that the neighbourhood knows that this man was a criminal in the 
dictatorship.72 

Both of these comments emphasise the perceived importance of publicly 
outing perpetrators to their communities, especially in response to sensing 
that other forms of accountability have thus far been insufficient. They 
likewise depict an active reaction to the discomfort of sharing social space 
with former regime members.73 

Teresa also recalled a recent funa that she witnessed but did not par-
ticipate in, which provides further insight into their operation and aims:

So, what happened is that there was a funa a month ago, or less. Where one of 
the intellectual and material perpetrators of my [relative’s] case, who was tried 
and condemned to more than ten years, in the first instance. He was funado 
while drinking coffee. They found him drinking coffee, because it is a routine he 
had, to drink coffee every day, in…Providencia, which is a like completely cen-
tral [location]…So, I was working [at the cafe], and suddenly I get a WhatsApp 
that said [in an angry tone] “hey did you see that...”. I start looking and well, it 
is the same thing again. The guy is drinking coffee, the group appears, and they 
say, “you are bla bla bla”. The guy stands up, takes his hat, and says “yes, it is me, 
what do you need”. Well and then everything the funa entails, which is saying the 
cases he was tried in and all that. Finally, what happens with these type of things, 
including what the damage is, including what it means to be a victim, that has 
different components throughout your life. The damage updates itself. So, with-
out a doubt, every one of those events, means new damage. That day that this 
happened, I couldn’t keep working. It is not that I was crying or anything it is 
more like [in an angry tone] “puta la wea” [Chilean cursing].74

71 Interview with “Blanca”, Santiago, Chile, 10 May 2018.
72 Interview with “Augustina”, Santiago, Chile, 18 December 2018.
73 Guthrey, “Trust after Transition”. 
74 Interview with “Teresa”, Santiago, Chile, 18 December 2018.
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It is interesting to note here that in Teresa’s recounting of the event, the sub-
ject of the funa had indeed been subjected to formal judicial proceedings. 
However, her mention of the man having been condemned in the “first 
instance” refers to how he was only found guilty in a lower level court. Given 
that many sentences for dictatorship-era abuses mandated at the lower level 
are appealed in Chile (up the Supreme Court), this man may have been free 
awaiting the appeals process. While subjecting him to a funa might suggest 
that the demonstrators were not respecting the judicial process, the injustice 
felt because of his liberty despite being found guilty for human rights viola-
tions is at the very heart of the rupture-injustice narrative that presents itself 
in the promotion of publicising memories of past suffering. 

The remark made above about how the funas can also compound mem-
ories of victimisation is also notable. On the one hand, funas may provide 
some with a sense of agency, but on the other they may cause survivors or 
victims’ relatives to relive the past in a way that is outside of their control. 

Teresa recounted a particular instance when she participated in a funa 
and was so overcome that she started more actively threatening a relative 
of the subject of the funa. She commented that this experience brought 
something out in her that she did not want to transmit to her children and 
so, she said,

I decided to stop going, because the truth is it faces me with, and it gets some-
thing out of me, that I don’t want. I don’t want to feel that violence inside me. I 
don’t want to feel that rage. So, I decided to stop going.75 

Hence, while funas appear to be a means to force the public to remember 
the crimes of the dictatorship, they may also have unintended consequences 
for onlookers who were personally traumatised during that period. 

Concluding Remarks
In conclusion, this chapter has illustrated the complex relationship 
between social memory and transitional justice wherein divisive narra-
tives can both motivate and constrain the implementation and reach 

75 Ibid. 
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of initiatives seeking to deliver truth, justice and/or reconciliation after 
mass violence. In Chile, widely divergent narrative memories of the dic-
tatorship continue to compete with one another, reflecting the compli-
cated nature of reconciling “vernacular memories” in the aftermath of 
atrocity. The competition and structural barriers between the disparate 
narratives described in this chapter—salvation-terrorist and rupture-in-
justice—have resulted in what victim-survivors perceive to be deficien-
cies in formal accountability processes that have in turn provoked some 
individuals to take it upon themselves to socially and morally sanction 
those responsible for human rights violations. By compelling indiffer-
ent or possibly hostile audiences to engage with the past through public 
demonstrations of remembrance about who committed abuses and not 
just who suffered from them, La Comision Funa seeks to counteract both 
selective truth and accountability by provoking a more multifaceted and 
dynamic memorialisation, which for some is a way to alleviate the sting 
of insufficient justice through institutional means. 

While it remains unknown what effect these demonstrations have had 
on Chilean society with regard to coming to terms with the country’s 
repressive past, the manifestation of this type of memorialisation is now 
part of Chile’s contemporary history. Further research would benefit from 
investigating societal reactions to the funas and whether Chile’s memory 
landscape has indeed been impacted by this type of confrontation with 
former regime members. However, this initial research does provide indica-
tions of the importance of holding perpetrators accountable for abuse with 
or without the direct support of official mechanisms for victim-survivors. 
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