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Preface 
 

 

 

 
“Some of us might have noticed we had stopped going in a straight line 

and were turning in a circle. It also struck me several times 

that time was fading in the pale light, turning more translucent, 

losing its color and taste again, and I was horrified by that.” 

Jáchym Topol, City Sister Silver (1994) 

 

The year 1989 is usually considered a watershed in the history of Central 

and Eastern Europe, and rightly so. It not only marks a basic change in the 

organization of political, economic, and social life, but also serves as an 

elementary signpost in the making or remaking of individuals’ life stories—

a basic orientation point in the chaos of the running waters of time. Just as 

there are multiple stages and periods in an individual’s life, the different 

time-lines overlap in the social space and collective consciousness, resulting 

in a multiplicity of time experience and significance—captured so imagina-

tively in the novel, City Sister Silver, a brilliant story of dislocation and 

bewilderment following the demise of the state-socialist monolith by the 

Czech writer Jáchym Topol. This temporal fuzziness and diversification 

successfully discredits the naïve linear model of history and challenges the 

simplified politico-economic story of the fall of an authoritarian, collectivist 

regime and the (re)turn to free liberal democracy. 

The new era in Central and Eastern Europe, which started in late 1989, is 

characterized by multiple “posts” (denoted by, in particular, the coincidence 

of the period of post-Communism with the high point of globalizing post-

modernism), with all the possible consequences that this overlapping has for 

the ways in which the history of the last 60 years or so has been reflected 

on, commented on, and elaborated in the countries concerned. For it is not 

merely political expediencies in combination with the allegedly neutral 

curiosity of historical scholarship that shape the general outline of the his-

torical image of the authoritarian and totalitarian past. In fact there are many 

more players from civil society in the game now, free to express themselves 

and to propose projects at will (if they manage to collect the necessary fund-

ing). It is a state of affairs that has altogether changed the not-so-old situa-

tion in this part of the world: the basically transparent (if often misleading) 

contraposition of the official state-funded machine producing historical 

legitimacy against the smaller, rather than larger, circle of dissidents, émi-
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gré writers and independent-minded activists. It is the unprecedented pace 

of technological progress, along with the overall social and cultural decen-

tralization that, under the banner of the “cultural memory,” shatters the old 

hierarchies of academic historical knowledge and breeds an unequalled 

democratization, which goes hand in hand with a loss of balance—whether 

real or merely perceived—in historical representation. The critical appraisal 

of the collective memories within national historical cultures that started in 

France some three decades ago—a process that Krzysztof Pomian captures 

in one of his essays as the way “from history as a part of memory, to mem-

ory as an object of history”—has found fertile soil all over Europe and, in 

the last decade, is gaining remarkable currency in Eastern Europe. 

This collection of papers goes back to a small but lively international 

workshop, “Historical Revisionism in East Central Europe after 1989,” held 

in Prague in October 2006. Shortly before the workshop started, the French 

National Assembly, despite opposition from the EU Commission and from 

within the government itself, passed a controversial bill criminalizing the 

denial of the genocide of the Armenians committed by the Ottoman state in 

1915. Ironically that happened the same day the great Turkish writer Orhan 

Pamuk (known for his critical views on the Turkish state’s handling of the 

“Armenian question,” which led to his prosecution in his own country) was 

awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. In December, not long after the 

Prague workshop, the notorious Teheran Holocaust Conference sponsored 

by the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran was held, with a clear 

anti-Israeli political agenda cloaked in an archetypal revisionist challenge to 

the undeniable historicity of the Nazi Final Solution. A month later, on 

January 19, Armenian Turkish journalist Hrant Dink, another prominent 

Istanbul critic of the Turkish official politics of history, was assassinated in 

front of his newspaper offices by a fanatical defender of the allegedly in-

sulted Turkish national identity. These highly politicized events, which 

received dense media coverage, framed our workshop in time, as it were, 

and underlined the topicality and complexity of our subject, which clearly 

reaches beyond academic debates and historiographical interpretations. It 

also reminded us that despite the epistemological and ontological relativism 

of our age, which in its most radical forms tends to relegate history to the 

rhetorical realm of mere story-telling, in the political and social reality vir-

tually all over the world historical representation remains a very material 

and contested, nay, bloody business. 

In Central and Eastern Europe the concept of “revisionism” itself has a 

variety of meanings and historical layers, with a long and convoluted intel-

lectual and political genesis. It was the anti-Versailles and anti-Trianon 
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territorial revisionism of Germany, Hungary, and ultimately also the Soviet 

Union—quite rightly a nightmare for the neighboring states established 

after 1918—which was to underpin the whole of interwar European diplo-

macy, which in the end proved too feeble to contain its powerful energies. 

While many of these energies were dissipated during the war, the bogey of 

revisionism, now qualified with predicates such as imperialist or militarist, 

was incorporated into communist anti-Western propaganda from the outset 

of the Cold War. Besides, the ambitious communist ideological project, 

along with various political expediencies, led to an appropriation of the 

symbolic force of the notion of “revisionism” for internal diversification. 

Using terminology drawn from older disputes and clashes within the social-

ist movement, first the Soviet ideologues and then their local counterparts 

started to fight so-called “Marxist revisionism” in its own sphere of influ-

ence, beginning with the 1947 Soviet–Yugoslav split, through the suppres-

sion of the 1956 Hungarian Revolution, up to the consolidation after the 

1968 Prague Spring. To be sure, none of these historical forms of “revision-

ism” in Central Europe was directly addressed in the Prague workshop 

presentations. Nevertheless, aware of the fact that the “memory of lan-

guage” is far from innocent, we were not surprised to be asked by our col-

leagues or by dispassionate observers what kind of “revisionism” we were 

actually speaking about this time. 

The tricky notion of historical revisionism served as a catchword and or-

ganizational key of the workshop, which aimed both to explore the scale, 

depth, and meaning of it in the national and regional histories of Central 

Europe, and to reconsider the value of the term itself. Far from being re-

stricted to small groups of “deniers,” historical revisionism seems to feature 

strongly in the public historical discourses of many countries and regions 

nowadays. With spectacular trials and heated debates around Holocaust-

deniers, the term has become stigmatized, and is used to describe suspect 

historical works dealing with the Holocaust and the Third Reich. In a broader 

sense, however, historical revisionism in the realms of modern and recent 

history has galvanized political and historical debates, both within national 

communities and at the international level, on virtually all continents, e.g., 

Holocaust worldwide, the US role in the Cold War, the “positive value” of 

French colonialism, and Japanese or Russian history textbooks, to give only 

few prominent examples. In the eyes of some observers the specter of histori-

cal revisionism is haunting the old continent and indeed the whole world. 

Central Europe with its Nazi, fascist and communist past not only fails 

to stay aloof, but in many ways lies at the center of the debate, if only from 

the historical point of view. No doubt the Holocaust is, and will remain, the 
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principal indicator of the accountability of any historical portrayal of the 

20th century, as well as the nemesis, to use Frank Ankersmit’s metaphor, of 

a radical epistemological critique of historical knowledge, which claims that 

the historicity of the past is a mere pragmatic convention or rhetorical fig-

ure. Beyond that, however, in the local context of individual national cul-

tures, revisions of the recent past and the very notion of historical revision-

ism acquire connotations and peculiar meanings, which draw on respective 

national histories or their specific parts rather than on a general European 

historical narrative. 

Where is the line between legitimate reexamination of historical inter-

pretations, and attempts to rewrite history in a politically motivated way that 

downgrades or denies essential historical facts? What are the layers and 

instruments of the contemporary debates about historical revisionism in-

volving not only academia and the mass media, but also decentralized 

grassroot initiatives empowered by the Internet, cheap digital storage, and 

recording facilities? How does the international debate about ethnic clean-

sing and the expulsion of the German population during and after Second 

World War, and the thesis that “expulsion equals genocide,” resonate in 

different Central European countries? What tensions arise from the juxtapo-

sition of politically motivated moral condemnations of totalitarian regimes 

with a value-restrained academic discourse of social and cultural ap-

proaches in recent historiography? How do the more or less traditional “na-

tional historical narratives” react to the spill-over of international and politi-

cal controversies into their sphere of influence and intellectual orbit? 

It is not the purpose of this volume to give a systematic, well-knit set of 

answers to these questions, which were raised in the first announcement of 

the workshop. The contributions range from general accounts of the episte-

mological background of recent historical revisionism, and articles concen-

trating on the relationship between historical scholarship, politics, and 

popular historical consciousness, to focused analyses of particular debates 

or social-cultural phenomena in individual countries. Both its thematic 

scope and its geographical range are far from being complete in any sense, 

even though considerations of both played a certain role in the composition 

of the workshop program and the subsequent volume. It is hoped by the 

authors that their essays will lead to a lively exchange of ideas and encour-

age further inquiry, and thus prolong in some way what they experienced 

during a sunny October weekend in Prague back in 2006. 
 

Michal Kopeček, Prague, March 2007 
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Revisionism 
 

The Evidential Difference 

 

AVIEZER TUCKER 

 

 

 
 

The debate between historians and revisionists such as Holocaust deniers 

rests on a number of issues in epistemology, the branch of philosophy that 

deals with the nature of knowledge and how it is acquired: What is his-

torical knowledge? How can we know if we possess the historical truth? 

What is the difference between a historiography that merely sympathizes 

with bizarre extremist politics and revisionist historiography that also 

fabricates misrepresentations of the past? 

Historiography, our beliefs about the past, history, is in constant flux; 

our beliefs are constantly being revised. In that sense, all historians who 

conduct research are “revisionists.” Had historiography not been subject 

to constant revision, there would have been little for historians to do be-

yond transmitting received wisdom to yet another generation. Historiog-

raphy is a progressive and innovative discipline composed of various dy-

namic research programs precisely because it is capable of revising itself, 

constantly improving itself, expanding knowledge and becoming relevant 

in new historical contexts. Broadly, there are three types of histo-

riographic revision: 

Evidence-driven revision results from the discovery of new evidence. 

New evidence may reduce the probabilities of hypotheses about the past 

that once had sufficiently high probability to be considered part of our 

knowledge of the past, or it may increase the probability of hypotheses 

that had low probabilities or were not even considered at all. New evi-

dence that is more likely to support a new hypothesis than an older one 

causes a revision in historiography. Hypotheses that explain a broader 

range of evidence and lead to the discovery and explanation of new evi-

dence are preferred to hypotheses that explain a narrower range of evi-

dence. Progress in the history of historiography usually follows innova-

tions that allow historians to utilize new types of evidence, such as the 

discovery of the archive as an evidential treasure trove in the first half of 



2 PAST IN THE MAKING 

the 19th century, or the later discoveries that led to the widespread use of 

non-documentary evidence such as material remains or bureaucratic re-

cords that can be used to generate quantitative historiography. The search 

for new theories and methods that can generate new evidence and new 

knowledge of the past is sometimes motivated by new interest in aspects 

of the past that once received little attention, such as the history of child-

hood or women, which had not been considered significant for historians 

in previous generations. 

Significance-driven revision results from changes in what historians 

consider significant in history. At the very least, historians must choose 

which of the many probable propositions about the past which they de-

rive or may derive from the evidence is worth mentioning. Some wish to 

present their knowledge of the past in a structured manner to create a 

narrative of past events. Selection and structuring require a sense of the 

meaning or significance of the historical process. This perception of 

significance is revised as a result of historical changes. For example, 

historical changes lead historians to search for precedents to better un-

derstand their present. The emergence of totalitarianism in the 20th cen-

tury led to greater interest in the Anabaptist experiment with totalitarian-

ism in 16th-century Münster. Contemporary terrorism has led to exami-

nations of anarchist terrorism at the start of the 20th century. Since his-

torical processes take time, the significance of some events and their 

outcomes may become patent only long after their occurrence. Histori-

ans can present such a retrospective understanding of processes only 

after they are completed; nobody could have written of the Hundred 

Years War before it was over, a fuller understanding of the significance 

of the US support for anti-Soviet resistance in Afghanistan during the 

1980s only emerged after the attacks against the United States in 2001. 

Ethical consequentialists, who measure the moral value of action accord-

ing to its consequences, may also be inclined to revise their moral 

evaluations of historical actions and the agents who performed them 

according to their significance in retrospect. 

Value-driven revision takes place when historians reevaluate the his-

torical events and processes they describe and explain. This may result 

either from new evidence that leads to a reevaluation of past events, or 

from a revision in the system of values that historians employ to evaluate 

historical events, actions, and actors. For example, the historiography of 

art, literature, philosophy, music, or architecture has never stopped revis-

ing its evaluations of works of art, literature and philosophy. Such re-

evaluations keep historiography relevant. 
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Readers of scientific historiography, especially those who read more 

than a single interpretation of similar evidence, can easily distinguish 

revisions that are due to different systems of values or considerations of 

significance from those that result from different evidence. Revisionist 

historiography shares with revised historiography the revision of historical 

significance and system of values. However revisionist historiography is 

distinct from revised historiography in being immune to the effects of new 

evidence. One of the chief revisionist strategies has been to “make fuzzy” 

epistemological issues, to make the distinction between evidence-based 

probable knowledge of history and fiction vague and unclear. It blurs the 

border between historiographic truth and falsehood by claiming there can 

be more than a single “true” historiographic narrative. Historical events 

like the Holocaust may then be “true” for some people, and “not true” for 

others. If historiography is reducible to the political, social and other val-

ues, interests and affiliations of the people who write it, the Holocaust 

may be a part of the narratives of some communities, but not of others. I 

demonstrate in this article that revisionist historiography can easily be 

distinguished from historiographic revisions. Revisionist historiography is 

uniquely founded on the penchant for therapeutic values over cognitive 

values. Revisionist attempts to confuse knowledge with fiction are 

founded on bad philosophy, invalid arguments and misunderstandings of 

contemporary epistemology and philosophy of science. We have very 

good reasons to believe in the historical truth of the Holocaust and to trust 

the methods that historians have been using to infer it. 

A distinctively philosophical approach is required to debate revision-

ism because ordinary historical arguments are insufficient to combat the 

second line of defense of revisionists. When historians prove using evi-

dence and standard historiographic methods that there was a Holocaust, 

the revisionists can and do fall back on disputing the epistemic standards 

of mainstream historiography; for example, by claiming that the political 

or ethnic biases of most historians, their “victors’ justice,” prevent them 

from seeing what the revisionists consider their “truth.” Arguably, histori-

ography is written by the winners, and the vanquished Nazis may have 

their narrative as well, which may be just as legitimate. Though Holocaust 

deniers are neo-Nazis and/or anti-Semites of various shades who do not 

usually belong to the academic mainstream, the philosophical underpin-

nings of their attack on the epistemic foundations of our knowledge of the 

Holocaust are shared by some academics, who are neither right-wing politi-

cal extremists, nor racists. Relativist and skeptical philosophers such as (the 

liberal) Richard Rorty or (the Marxist) Hayden White, both of Stanford 
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University, claim that it is impossible to prove the probability of the his-

torical truth of the Holocaust, or for that matter any other historical event. 

The apparent plausibility of this second line of defense of revisionism 

is founded on the false assumption that there are only two philosophical 

options: obsolete positivism or post-modern skepticism about our knowl-

edge of the past. True, the 19th-century positivist “view from nowhere” 

notions of objectivity and truth that are referred to occasionally by histori-

ans have become obsolete in contemporary epistemology and philosophy 

of science, and for good reasons: all knowledge, most notably scientific 

knowledge, is theory- and value-laden. Most contemporary philosophers 

consider objectivity a form of inter-subjective perspective rather than truth 

independent of any viewpoint. However, progress in the philosophical 

understanding of knowledge and objectivity does not imply that “anything 

goes,” or that “truth is in the eye of the beholder”—an attitude that some 

philosophers call “perspectivism,” introduced by Nietzsche and upheld by 

Rorty. Instead of absolute truth, science (including historiography), ex-

pects its practitioners to achieve the best explanation of the evidence, the 

explanation that makes the evidence most likely and the explanatory hy-

pothesis most probable. What historians consider knowledge, like scien-

tific hypotheses, is just highly probable; historians offer fallible probable 

knowledge.1 Every science, including historiography, is value-laden. 

However, values are divided into cognitive values (precision in descrip-

tion of the evidence, simplicity of structure, scope of explanatory power, 

internal consistency and diligence in the search for evidence) that allow 

choice between competing hypotheses or theories, and other values that 

do not increase the probability of the truth of the propositions as they are 

attached to – moral or political values for example. Historiographic revi-

sions are distinguishable from illegitimate revisionist historiography by 

their adherence to truth-conducive scientific cognitive values, and by their 

acceptance of a hierarchy of values according to which cognitive values 

take precedence over other value judgments in historiography. 

I have argued elsewhere2 that consensus among historians, in a 

uniquely heterogeneous, large and uncoerced group, is a likely indicator 

of knowledge because shared knowledge rather than any complex set of 

biases is a more probable explanation of such a uniquely heterogeneous 

consensus (there is no competing heterogeneous consensus on inconsistent 

beliefs). I also argued that such a uniquely heterogeneous consensus in 

historiography emerged following the introduction around the turn of the 

19th century of a new paradigm that came to be associated with Ranke. 

I argued that this paradigm is marked, in addition to shared cognitive val-
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ues, by the inference of common causes, events in the past, from informa-

tion preserving similarities between their contemporary effects, the evi-

dence. But it is possible to prove the existence of such a heterogeneous 

community of historians who share cognitive values, theory-laden meth-

ods and consequently likely knowledge of the past via negativa by exam-

ining beliefs about the past and historiographic cognitive values that are 

outside the heterogeneous consensus and are best explained by the biases 

of homogenous communities.3 Dissenting historiographies include for 

example, “revisionist” historiography of the Holocaust; 19th-century na-

tionalist historiographies that “discovered” ancient national sagas; the 

changing Bolshevik historiographies of their revolution, and conspiracy 

theories. 

The best explanation of the shared beliefs of homogenous communities 

that dissent from the uniquely heterogeneous historiographic consensus is 

their particular biases. A uniquely heterogeneous community of historians, 

Jewish and Gentile, German and British, right-wing and left-wing, agree 

that there was a Holocaust. “Revisionist historians” who deny it compose a 

homogeneous community composed exclusively of Nazis or Nazi sympa-

thizers. There is a wide and uniquely heterogeneous consensus over the 

historiography of early medieval Europe that is agreed on by historians of 

all European national identities and by historians who are not Europeans or 

do not have any national identity. The “historians” who affirmed the au-

thenticity of various forged national sagas, from those of the Scottish “sage” 

Ossian to the alleged Czech medieval heroic sagas, shared single national 

identities, and fervently so. A uniquely heterogeneous consensus on the 

historiography of the Soviet Union evolved as evidence became available to 

historians of all nationalities and all political opinions with the exception of 

orthodox, Moscow-oriented communists. Advocates of mutually inconsis-

tent Bolshevik historiographies (as these historiographies kept being revised 

from purge to purge) were either orthodox communists or Soviet subjects 

who were coerced into toeing the party line. 

Revisionist historiography usually relies on therapeutic values instead 

of the standard consensus-generating cognitive values that historians of 

diverse backgrounds agree on. Therapeutic values rate historiographic 

propositions according to their effect on the psychological well-being of 

their intended audience. Frequently-used therapeutic values in historiog-

raphy include: the denial of historical guilt, for instance through denying 

the Holocaust; the promotion of self-respect, for instance via national 

myths; and the elimination of a sense of alienation and absurdity, for in-

stance through conspiracy theories:  
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The conspiratorial world view offers us the comfort of knowing that while tragic 

events occur, they do at least occur for a reason, and that the greater the events, the 

greater and more significant the reason. Our contemporary world view, which the con-

spiracy theorists refuse to accept, is one in which nobody—not God, not us, not even 

some of us—is in control. Furthermore, the world (including the people in it) is uncon-

trollable, irrational, and absurd in a way illustrated by the plays of Eugene Ionesco and 

Samuel Beckett.4 

 

Probable historiographic knowledge may sometimes have therapeutic 

effects for some groups. For example, a member of a racially discrimi-

nated-against community, such as African American, may develop higher 

self-esteem if she learns of achievements of her forbears, e.g., of the an-

cient cultures of Africa and the contributions of African Americans to 

science and technology that clearly refute dominant racial stereotypes 

which may have lowered her self-esteem and confidence. But the scien-

tific cognitive values of historiography are indifferent to their therapeutic 

effects. For example, a member of an unsuccessful or backward commu-

nity may wish to believe his situation is the result of a global conspiracy 

against his people directed by some group of people he considers to be 

better off than he is. Such faith in a conspiracy theory has a therapeutic 

value because it shifts the responsibility for perceived misery onto some-

one else and releases the believer from self-inspection, self-criticism that 

might well lead to an acknowledgement of a need to reform and change 

his culture. But scientific historiography may discover that there is no 

evidence of any plan against his people and much evidence against it; 

nobody actually even noticed the unfortunate group, let alone conspired 

against it. Often, human misery has no larger meaning and nobody bene-

fits from it. The cognitive values of scientific historiography allow the 

therapeutic chips to fall as they may. 

The distinction between scientific and therapeutic historiography is in-

dicated by the difference in the communities that accept them. Historiog-

raphy founded on scientific cognitive values is accepted by a large, 

uniquely heterogeneous and uncoerced community. Historiographies 

founded on therapeutic values are accepted by particular homogenous 

communities that are clearly identifiable according to their problems and 

grievances; Holocaust denial is popular among neo-Nazis who dislike the 

guilt which the Nazis, and by implication their admirers and supporters, 

have borne, and who have a political interest in dissociating Nazism from 

mass murder. Particular national historiographic myths are promoted by 

nationalists of particular national identities who suffer from a deficit in 

heroic prestige; faith in conspiracies is promoted by particular groups of 
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people who share a sense of helplessness and meaninglessness as the 

world changes and passes them by. There has always been a market for 

therapeutic historiography because people and their institutions will always 

pay to promote, read, or hear therapeutic accounts of their collective, or for 

that matter personal past. The psychological equivalent of revisionist histo-

riography would be therapies that would convince the patient that whatever 

personal failings they have, or social mess they have created for themselves, 

are the fault of someone else and that they have just been passive victims. 

Undoubtedly, such therapy may be effective in improving self-esteem, re-

lieving guilt and instilling a sense of self-righteousness. However, the posi-

tive therapeutic effects of this narrative do not contribute anything to its 

probability. The abusive behavior of some parents may indeed be responsi-

ble for the character flaws of their offspring; their anxieties, inhibitions or 

obsessions; and, most significantly, their abusive behavior towards others. 

However, despite the therapeutic benefits of convincing adults that their 

parents worshipped Satan and engaged in child sacrifice and sexual abuse, 

and despite the therapeutic recovery of alleged “suppressed memories” of 

Satanic rituals and sexual abuse, there is little evidence that would make 

these narratives of abuse historically probable. 

Inconsistencies between therapeutic and scientific cognitive values 

manifest themselves in social conflicts between homogenous therapeutic 

communities and members of the uniquely heterogeneous historiographic 

community that share cognitive values. During the 19th century various 

forged “ancient” poetic documents surfaced in Europe, but were exposed 

despite their therapeutic value for nationalist causes. The poems of the 

“Scottish Homer,” Ossian, were exposed in the early 19th century as hav-

ing been written in the 18th century by James Macpherson. In Bohemia, 

Tomas G. Masaryk participated in exposing similar “ancient” Czech po-

ems as forgeries. The universality of the cognitive values of scientific 

historiography is demonstrated by Masaryk’s dual role as the foremost 

leader of the Czech national movement who became later the first presi-

dent of Czechoslovakia, and as a professional philosopher and the chief 

opponent of the forgeries. 

Legitimate historians, like Masaryk, accept a hierarchy of values, ac-

cording to which their scientific cognitive values take precedence over the 

therapeutic values and needs of their political, national, class, ethnic, gen-

der, racial, religious and/or other group(s). We may want to believe that a 

group with which we identify has always been virtuous and faultless and 

that whatever blemishes we find in our group are the product of the evil 

that was done to us unjustly by some other class, or gender, or political, 
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national, ethnic, racial, religious and/or other group(s). But if this involves 

overriding the critical cognitive values of the historiographic community, 

this is exactly what the uniquely heterogeneous historiographic commu-

nity should not let us believe in. Bluntly, but truthfully: 

 
… the final and really meaningful distinction is not between feminist and non-feminist, 

or Marxist and non-Marxist, but between competent historians and incompetent ones. 

Those who put political programmes and slogans before the much more difficult task 

of patient analysis of the evidence are among the incompetent ones: they may be in 

fashion, they may briefly provoke useful controversy, but in the slow accumulation of 

knowledge, their work is unlikely to have great significance.5 

 

Legitimate historiography is marked by the precedence of critical cog-

nitive values over other values, not by the absence of other values that 

generate different historiographic interpretations. Indeed, the presence of 

values in historiographic interpretation is inevitable.6 As long as the hier-

archical precedence of cognitive over other values is preserved, legitimate 

historiography can accommodate myriad different and conflicting values 

and the ensuing interpretations. 

Historiographic interpretations are affected by moral and aesthetic val-

ues, by the affiliations, political biases and perspectives of the historians 

who write them. This is the main reason for the differences between histo-

riographic interpretations of similar historical processes and events. Yet, 

an excessive emphasis on the differences between historiographic narra-

tives may overshadow the broad agreements among historiographic inter-

pretations, made possible by shared cognitive values and a hierarchy of 

values that give precedence to cognitive values over other values. Once 

the requirements of the cognitive values are satisfied, there is ample space 

for personal interpretations, perspectives, value judgments and interpreta-

tions of the meaning and significance of historical processes. For example, 

legitimate Marxist historiography shares its cognitive values with the rest 

of the politically uniquely heterogeneous historiographic community and 

gives them precedence over the political values of Marxism.7 When the 

Marxist historian David Abraham published a book supporting the marxist 

thesis that the rise of the Nazis was underwritten by German big capital, 

but violated the cognitive values of historiography by playing fast and 

loose with the evidence, another Marxist historian, Henry Ashby Turner, 

who agreed with the thesis, effectively excommunicated Abraham and his 

book for violating the cognitive values of the historiographic community, 

Marxist or not.8 Philosophers of historiography have been debating 

whether historiography should or should not be value-laden.9 Once we 
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understand the hierarchy that gives precedence to consensus-generating 

cognitive values over other values that divide the historiographic commu-

nity, it becomes clear that value-laden historiographic interpretation is 

inevitable, but hierarchically inferior to its scientific core. 

The difference between scientific and therapeutic historiography, be-

tween historiography that makes revisions according to the evidence and 

revisionist historiography that ignores the evidence, can be illustrated by 

comparing Holocaust-denying revisionist fabrications of the past, and its 

“contextualization” in Ernst Nolte’s interpretation. The therapeutic–

political purposes of both are similar: the denial of Nazi or German guilt 

for the crimes committed by Nazis, Germans and their allies during the 

Second World War, and the dissociation of Nazism, or German national-

ism, or radical nationalism, from crimes against humanity in order to fa-

cilitate their resurgence. The revisionists ride roughshod over the cogni-

tive values of scientific historiography and fantasize a Western conspiracy 

to fabricate evidence for the Holocaust, construct the remains of the con-

centration camps, write the documentation generated by German bureauc-

racy and contemporary eyewitnesses, and arrange for people to play the 

role of survivors who would offer oral evidence for the Holocaust. Nolte, 

by contrast, did not deny the relevant evidence that led to the histo-

riographic consensus concerning the events of the Holocaust. His interpre-

tation of the Holocaust varies from that of many other historians, amount-

ing to a high-brow version of “Springtime for Hitler,” the imaginary Max 

Bialystock and Leo Bloom production of a Broadway musical about Hitler 

that concentrates on his virtues in Mel Brooks’ movie and play The Pro-

ducers. Though morally deviant, this version of Nazi history still does not 

require the violation of the basic cognitive values of the historiographic 

community. Nolte constructed a comparative theoretical model that sub-

sumes Nazism under a more general model of 20th-century totalitarian-

ism, with the therapeutic effect of denying the moral uniqueness of Na-

zism. Nolte emphasized aspects of the Third Reich that were not evil, as 

the Bialystock and Bloom production does not neglect to mention that the 

Führer was an excellent dancer. Nolte considered Bolshevism as one of 

the causes for Nazism. Thus, he considered Nazism a response to, and a 

bulwark against, the spread of Communism. The therapeutic effect is in 

shifting responsibility from the German perpetrators to their nasty 

neighbors in the east.10 

Nolte’s interpretation resembles the speech of a defense attorney who 

mitigates after the court has convicted his client. He claims that the defen-

dant grew up in a tough criminal neighborhood, he also did good deeds for 
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the community, and was provoked by the crimes of others. Nolte’s causal 

connection between Bolshevik and Nazi totalitarianism is surely weak and 

Bolshevism was neither a sufficient, nor a necessary cause of Nazism, but 

it does not blatantly violate the cognitive values of scientific historiogra-

phy by ignoring or fabricating evidence. At most, Nolte’s opponents can 

claim that he is a lousy historian, as Bialystock and Bloom’s “Spring 

Time for Hitler” was a lousy musical, but not a fabricator. The arguments 

of Nolte’s opponents such as Christian Meier and Jürgen Kocka, for the 

uniqueness of the Holocaust and the peculiarities of National Socialism, 

resemble those of the prosecution when it argues for the incomparable 

severity of the crime, for the absence of extenuating circumstances. Yet, 

what is interesting in this Historikerstreit is not the predictable disagree-

ments on the interpretation of recent history, which have obvious implica-

tions for contemporary political debates, but rather that both sides were 

able to agree on so much and remain within the bounds of a united histo-

riographic community.11 

To take another example closer to home, the outcomes of the collapse 

of Communism led to a flurry of conspiratorial interpretations of the col-

lapse and the revolutions. To take just a single representative example 

from this genre, “the Dolejší Analysis” (1991) is a conspiracy theory 

about the Czechoslovak dissident movement of Charter 77 and the 1989 

Velvet Revolution. Dolejší’s hypothesis was that the Charter 77 move-

ment was invented and run by the communist secret services, the StB. The 

results of the Velvet Revolution, according to Dolejší, reflect a deal be-

tween the leaders of Charter 77 and their former handlers from the secret 

services that would allow both groups to share the post-communist spoils 

of power of wealth with immunity. Dolejší’s evidence was the social and 

institutional continuity in the composition of most of the Czech and Slo-

vak elites after the Velvet Revolution. In politics and the media, where 

there was a marked replacement of elites, some former Charter 77 dissi-

dents were indeed, initially, the beneficiaries. Dolejší assumed that the 

high positive correlation between the winners of the process of transition 

after 1989 and pre-1989 conflicting communist and dissident elites must 

have a conspiratorial explanation. The therapeutic value of this conspiracy 

theory lies in absolving the larger Czech public of complicity with or re-

sponsibility for the outcomes of Communism and the results of the Velvet 

Revolution. If Charter 77 was a communist front organization all along, it 

was right and prudent to avoid joining it prior to 1989, and ordinary peo-

ple who did not become involved with dissent have nothing to be ashamed 

of. If the outcome of the Velvet Revolution is the result of a deal between 
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elites, ordinary people are neither responsible for it, nor obliged to strive 

and struggle to improve the results of this political revolution so as to try 

and wrestle control over their own lives in a new democracy away from 

the post-communist elite and its bureaucracy, because everything is a 

done deal anyway, the result of hidden machinations behind the scenes. It 

is all somebody else’s fault and nothing can be done to change it. Yet, 

despite the helpless passivity of the common people, the political world is 

still meaningful rather than absurd, since the evil conspiracy of the com-

munist elite lurks behind everything. The therapeutic effects of this con-

spiracy theory do not detract from its probability. However, the main 

problem with this conspiracy theory, which does greatly reduce its prob-

ability, is the absence of corroboration. There is not a shred of documen-

tary evidence or oral testimony about communist manipulation of the 

leadership of Charter 77, or about any deal along the lines of immunity in 

exchange for replacement of the political elites, as was the case in transi-

tions in Latin America and South Africa. We know of such deals there 

because they generated documentary and other evidence, and the terms of 

the transition included a variety of explicit constitutional safeguards to 

protect the old elite from prosecution and to enable it to maintain its 

power. But in the post-communist case, on the one hand the nomenklatura 

was too used to relying on Soviet assistance to be able to threaten alterna-

tive elites with a civil war or a military coup once Soviet assistance was 

withheld, while on the other hand, the political opposition was too small 

to actually attempt a social revolution and the replacement of all institu-

tional elites. A more plausible explanation, which makes the evidence of 

the continuity of elites more likely, explains a wider scope of evidence, 

and is founded on a diligent search for further evidence in other post-

totalitarian countries such as Germany or other post-communist countries 

(three cognitive values). It is that since totalitarianism is marked by the 

active elimination and then prevention from the emergence of alternative 

elites, once it collapses, there are few alternative elites available to chal-

lenge and replace the totalitarian one, consequently there is always a spon-

taneous continuity of elites from totalitarian to post-totalitarian societies, 

with or without a conspiracy. As practically the only alternative political 

elite in the Czech lands, the 2,000 signatories of Charter 77 were the only 

alternative elite able and willing to receive the keys in 1989. But the po-

litical dominance of this elite was brief, as new elites have emerged from 

within the “gray” professional classes that had been politically passive 

prior to 1989. The relative tolerance of Charter 77 during the late seven-

ties and eighties in comparison with the physical elimination of political 
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opposition during the terror of the fifties that Dolejší cited as evidence for 

secret police control over Charter 77 was in fact common to all late totali-

tarian regimes after the Khrushchev period and the deal which members 

of the Communist elites made with each other to restrain violence for 

mutual protection. 

As many philosophers have noted,12 there is no a priori proof that dis-

credits all conspiracy theories, the attribution of a secret plan to a small 

group of people who attempt to influence large scale historical events via 

covert action. Conspiracies can and often do happen in history. The dis-

tinction between revisionist and legitimate conspiratorial historiographies 

lies in their relationship with the evidence, not in the content of their theo-

ries. The evidence for revisionist conspiracy theories usually consists of 

correlations between the attributed interests of small groups and large 

scale historical events, without evidence for the mediating intermediary 

actions and processes that should have connected the motives of the small 

group with the large scale historical events. Without such intermediary 

stages, it is easy to attribute all deaths of property owners to conspiracies 

by their inheritors, usually their children. As Keeley and Basham noted,13 

conspiracy theories, like good scientific theories in that respect, tend to 

unify all the evidence, with the particular twist that they consider the ab-

sence of evidence that would support the conspiracy theory, and even 

evidence that seems to contradict the theory, as evidence of the conspir-

acy, of its ability to conceal relevant evidence and fabricate evidence that 

appears to falsify it. Keeley suggested that conspiracy theories are akin in 

this respect to universal skepticism about knowledge, introduced by Des-

cartes’ hypothesis of a demon that controls all our sense data in order to 

deceive us, thereby explaining all our sensations and beliefs. Keeley then 

suggests that conspiracy theories may be dismissed and ignored on similar 

grounds to universal epistemic skepticism, as having low prior plausibil-

ity. I would add that universal skepticism, like revisionist conspiracy theo-

ries, is unfruitful as it does not lead to any new discoveries, nor can it 

predict or explain precisely why reality is as it is. 

Keeley concluded that conspiracy theories prefer “an almost nihilistic 

degree of skepticism” to “absurdism.”14 Basham replied to Keeley that the 

four standard arguments against conspiracy theories, their unfalsifiability, 

the uncontrollability of human affairs by a small number of conspirators 

who should keep their conspiracies secret, the positive evidence for the 

trustworthiness of public institutions and public information, and the ad 

hominem accusation that conspiracy theorists are paranoid, are not suffi-

cient to exclude conspiracy theories in general. Unfalsifiable theories can 
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be true, some institutions can and do keep conspiracies secret, public insti-

tutions, especially in illiberal states, are not trustworthy, and paranoids 

may be persecuted. I think that the problem with Keeley’s formulation of 

the problem is in its bivalent choice between universal skepticism and 

absurdity. Absurdity is a reflection on the teleological state of the uni-

verse, namely the absence of a telos, a meaning or end to the historical 

process. True though this existentialist world view may be, it is not an 

explanation of the world, it is a reflection on its state of meaninglessness. 

Conspiracy theories on the other hand are primarily an explanation of the 

way the world is, as caused by the interests or motives of a small group of 

people. This small group imposes its interests clandestinely on the world 

and consequently the end of the historical process corresponds with its 

interests. Proper competitors to conspiracy theories would then be alterna-

tive explanations of the historical evidence for conspiracy theories, most 

notably the positive correlations between historical events and processes 

and the interests and motivations of small social groups. The comparative 

evaluation of such competing explanations of such evidence would re-

quire additional evidence for intervening stages between the explanations, 

be they conspiracies or unintended consequences of complex interactions 

between social groups and the evidence. Conspiracy theorists would have 

to explain the absence of such evidence by the same old conspiracy, while 

alternative explanations would usually be able to come up with evidence 

for the unintended processes that lead to correlations between events and 

interests. Ceteris paribus scientific cognitive values would decree that the 

theories with the broadest scope of evidence, which are also fruitful and 

precise in being able to lead to the discovery of new evidence and predict 

some of it precisely, would be preferred to their inferior alternatives. 

The skeptical philosophy of historiography denies the scientific cogni-

tive values of the uniquely heterogeneous, uncoerced and large histo-

riographic community and their hierarchic precedence over non-cognitive 

values. Instead, it endorses value pluralism and denies the precedence of 

cognitive values over other values. If skeptics interpret historiography as 

having the form of a narrative, they would claim that one narrative is as 

good as another, and therefore there is no substantial difference between 

historiography and fiction. For Hayden White, “historical narratives … 

are verbal fictions, the contents of which are as much invented as found 

and the forms of which have more in connection with their counterparts in 

literature than they have with those in the sciences.”15 White concluded 

that the choice between competing historiographic narratives is under-

taken on aesthetic grounds, and claimed that the existence of the Holo-
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caust is dependent on political interpretation.16 Spitzer claimed that the 

guilt or innocence of Trotsky is dependent on moral values rather than on 

historical evidence.17 

As a description or explanation of historiography, skepticism is mani-

festly inconsistent with the history and sociology of historiography. The 

existence of an uncoerced uniquely heterogeneous community of histori-

ans that reached consensus on many beliefs and cognitive values for over 

two centuries must be an incredible mystery for the skeptics. Yet, clearly, 

historians do think they can prove that there was a Holocaust and that 

Stalin and his minions were suffering from paranoid delusions. Skeptics 

would find this consensus puzzling. Had the skepticism been right, histo-

riography should have been sociologically as fragmented as literature or 

art are. 

The skeptical interpretation of historiography is founded to a large ex-

tent on pre-scientific historiography and philosophy of history, prior to the 

emergence of uncoerced uniquely heterogeneous consensus in historiog-

raphy.18 Scientific cognitive values and the resulting historiographic be-

liefs did not come to dominate historiography overnight. They emerged 

first in Germany at the turn of the 19th century, initially in biblical criti-

cism, philology and textual criticism and only later in historiography with 

Ranke, and traveled westward during the 19th century. Pre-scientific his-

toriography, written for example by Gibbon, Macaulay and Michelet, was 

sometimes well-written and consequently had a wide reading public and a 

market niche during the 19th century even if it did not adhere to the new 

Rankean standards. But contemporary historians regard such historiogra-

phy as pre-scientific, or even “prehistoric,” to use Elton’s phrase.19 The 

conflation of a historiography constituted of scientific, cognitive values 

with pre-critical historiography is underlaid by an even deeper misunder-

standing of the nature of historiographic research, a confusion of histori-

ography with textbooks about the past. Literary critics may claim that 

there is nothing outside the text, that the text is all we have. But in histori-

ography, including the historiography of literature, we certainly have far 

more than self-contained historiographic texts. The text refers through 

footnotes to evidence. The historian infers historiography from evidence, 

and documents it by means of the footnote. The alternative is the thera-

peutic invention of historiography, preferring therapy to truth, and con-

cluding with “Springtime for Hitler.” 

 

 

 



  Historiographic Revision and Revisionism 15 

NOTES 

 
  1 A. Tucker, Our Knowledge of the Past: A Philosophy of Historiography (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004). 

  2 Ibid. 

  3 G. G. Iggers, New Directions in European Historiography (Middletown CT: Wesleyan 

University Press, 1985), pp. 9, 11, 26. 

  4 Brian L. Keeley, “Of Conspiracy Theories.” Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 96, No. 3 

(1999): 124. 

  5 A. Marwick, The Nature of History, 3rd edition (London: Macmillan, 1993), pp. 329–

330.  

  6 I. Berlin, “Historical Inevitability” in Four Essays on Liberty (Oxford: Oxford Univer-

sity Press, 1969), pp. 41–117. 

  7 Iggers, ibid. pp. 123–174. 

  8 R. J. Evans, In Defense of History (New York: Norton, 1999), pp. 100–110. 

  9 W. H. Dray, Philosophy of History, 2nd edition (Upper Saddle River NJ: Prentice Hall, 

1993), pp. 46–54. 

10 S. Brockmann, “The Politics of German History.” History and Theory, Vol. 29, No. 2 

(1990): 179–189; C. Lorenz, “Historical Knowledge and Historical Reality: A Plea for 

‘Internal Realism.’” History and Theory, Vol. 33, No. 2 (1994): 297–327. 

11 Brockmann, ibid. 

12 Ch. Pigden, “Popper Revisited, or What Is Wrong with Conspiracy Theories?” Philoso-

phy of the Social Sciences. Vol. 25, No. 1 (1995): 3–34; B. L. Keeley, “Of Conspiracy 

Theories.” Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 96, No. 3 (1999): 109–126; B. L. Keeley, “No-

body Expects the Spanish Inquisition! More Thoughts on Conspiracy Theory.” Journal 

of Social Philosophy, Vol. 34, No. 1 (2003): 104–110; L. Basham, “Malevolent Global 

Conspiracy.” Journal of Social Philosophy, Vol. 34, No. 1 (2003): 91–103. 

13 Ibid. 

14 B. L. Keeley, “Of Conspiracy Theories.” Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 96, No. 3 (1999): 

125. 

15 H. White, Tropics of Discourse (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), p. 

82. 

16 H. White, The Content of the Form (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987). 

17 A. B. Spitzer, “John Dewey, The ‘Trial’ Of Leon Trotsky And The Search For Histori-

cal Truth.” History and Theory, Vol. 29, No. 1 (1990): 16–37.  

18 H. White, Metahistory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973). 

19 G. R. Elton, The Practice of History (Glasgow: Collins, 1969), p. 14. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

This page intentionally left blank 



From Revisionism to “Revisionism” 
 

Legal Limits to Historical Interpretation 

 

VLADIMIR PETROVIĆ 

 

 

 
 
 

Contrary to radical postmodern approaches, there are limits to the repre-

sentations of the past. Even if one subscribes to the trend which sends the 

traditional distinctions between facts and values, description and interpre-

tation, to the junkyard of historiography, several rather lively “reality 

checks” ought to be taken into account, both within the craft and outside 

it. However, one might embrace the postmodern argumentation insofar as 

it indicates the fuzziness of the distinction between scholarly and unschol-

arly historical interpretations. It might even seem that apart from risking 

the collective rage of fellow historians, or breaking certain rules of formal 

logic and elementary physics, not much remains to differentiate between 

advancing a preposterous argument and suggesting a bold historiographi-

cal hypothesis. In the light of those epistemological uncertainties, the pro-

posed subtopic, focusing on the “border between legitimate reexamination 

of historical narratives and attempts to rewrite history in a politically mo-

tivated way that downgrades or denies essential historical facts,” stands 

out as an interesting but by no means easily approachable problem. 

Indeed, how does one cross the limit? By borrowing and adjusting the 

title from the famous conference on the Holocaust in history, organized in 

1990 by UCLA under the disturbing name “Probing the Limits of Repre-

sentation,” this paper carries the gist of that gathering into the legal realm, 

in an attempt to examine the involvement of the courts in distinguishing 

between legitimate and illegitimate historiographical interpretations.1 The 

paper analyzes the ways in which various legal proceedings are influenc-

ing the demarcation between revisionism (reexamination of views on the 

past) and “revisionism” (denying the mass crimes of the 20th century). 

The workshop on revision of Central European history lends itself very 

well to such scrutiny, as Holocaust denial stands out as both the most ma-

lignant and the most persistent tendency among the “revisionist” projects. 

The attempts to revise this part of Central European history have attracted 

considerable legal attention and brought the heavy hand of the law into an 
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issue whose sensitivity challenges the traditional notions of value-free 

historical scholarship. In order to contribute to the understanding of such a 

development, this paper revisits the inherent connection between histori-

cal revision and the law. The emergence of revisionism through criticism 

of the Versailles treaty is examined, as well as legitimate and less legiti-

mate forms of revisions of the Nuremberg and other Second World War-

related trials. The paper further sketches the variety of legal reactions to 

certain revisionist attempts, arguing that this activity has significantly 

contributed to shaping the border between revisionism and “revisionism.” 

The dynamics of this demarcation are scrutinized in different legal con-

texts typical of various national jurisdictions. The impact of this court-

room activity on historiography is illustrated, and some possible avenues 

are indicated for coping with this process, through which the edges of 

credible academic discourse are cut, for better or for worse. 

 

 

1. HISTORICAL REVISION BETWEEN NONCONFORMISM AND DENIAL 

 

Ambiguities surround the term revisionism, loaded with meanings, denot-

ing both legitimate reassessment of the past and illegitimate manipulation 

of it. Setting the terminology straight by differentiating between revision-

ism (provocative, controversial nonconformist questioning of entrenched 

beliefs) and “revisionism” (denial of crimes, distortion of the truth apolo-

getic of extreme policies) would seem sensible, but it is a surprisingly 

slippery task.2 The border between the two is in fact unstable, and power-

ful instruments outside academia often tip the balance, the primary exam-

ple being the law; across the world a number of self-proclaimed revision-

ists are caught up in the webs of legal proceedings. Some of them are in 

jail. Freedom for Europe’s Prisoners of Conscience!, demands Mark We-

ber, head of the USA-based revisionist Institute for Historical Review, 

commenting on the imprisonment of some of the leading figures of con-

temporary revisionism, such as Ernst Zündel, David Irving and Germar 

Rudolf, claiming that they are victims of suppression of the freedom of 

academic expression.3 However, there is more to it. More than simple 

victims of crime of thought, revisionists operate, and have always oper-

ated, at a sensitive junction between history and law. The current wave of 

their legal predicaments might be seen as one stage in the long-lasting, 

structurally-entangled relationship between revisionism and the law, cen-

tral to the understanding of both legitimate and illegitimate revisionist 

undertakings. 
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How did this connection emerge? To begin with, revisionists (legiti-

mate as well as illegitimate) need to have something to revise. Any sub-

ject of their revision is more than just a conventional scholarly interpreta-

tion of the past. They challenge something bigger—the “official” truth, a 

paradigm sanctioned by political authorities, guarded by legal decisions 

and maintained by the majority of allegedly opportunistic academics. This 

dynamic is typical of revisionist discourse and makes it easy to differenti-

ate between a regular scholarly debate, conducted in the form of an in-

formed dialogue between academics, and a politically saturated exchange. 

High-profile legal proceedings and landmark courtroom decisions, as 

examples of a legally imposed truth, are thus prone to becoming a starting 

point of their revision. The term was in fact used for the first time to de-

scribe intellectuals who were fighting for the revision of the Dreyfus case. 

It also entered historiography in a similar context, as it was initially used 

to describe the activities of a number of interwar historians (Sidney Fay, 

Harry Elmer Barnes, Charles Beard, Alfred von Wegerer, Pierre Renou-

vin…) challenging the famous Article 231 of the Versailles Treaty.4 Ac-

cording to this and related parts of the Versailles Treaty, Germany was 

solely responsible for the outbreak of the war, and revisionist historians 

attempted to show that this decision rested on a highly selective and mis-

guided historical interpretation. To counter it, they launched a scholarly 

debate (known as Kriegsschuldfrage—the Question of War Guilt) which 

is in fact still open and remains a valid subject for research.5 Nonconform-

ism towards governmental narratives and suspicion towards propaganda 

were typical features of early revisionism. 

Structurally similar, albeit manifestly very different developments oc-

curred in the aftermath of the Second World War, whose juridical follow-

up was much more thorough and took on various forms of legal and extra-

legal retribution.6 The criminalization of Nazi Germany, and its allies and 

collaborators, resulted in a number of proceedings, in the course of which 

more and more factual knowledge was gathered about the atrocious as-

pects of Neuordnung Europas. Following defeat on an unprecedented 

scale, the Third Reich was dismantled, its archives seized and utilized to 

furnish evidence for the trials to come. In the midst of this frenzied activ-

ity stands the Trial of Major War Criminals before the International Mili-

tary Tribunal in Nuremberg (20 November 1945–1 October 1946). The 

protagonists of the great trial had no doubts about the historical impor-

tance of their work. “We cannot here make history over again. But we can 

see that it is written true,” concluded Telford Taylor, one of the prosecu-

tors.7 His colleague, Robert Kempner, dubbed the proceedings the “great-
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est historical seminar ever held.”8 Nuremberg stands for the quintessential 

attempt at what might be called juridical memory making, namely the 

attempt to influence collective memory via high-profile proceedings in 

which law, politics, memory and history intertwine in a memorable public 

event, producing a particular outlook on the past. 

As the years went by, it became clear that Nuremberg had left an am-

biguous legacy. On the one hand, it was hailed as a new beginning for 

international criminal justice. Not only did it inspire subsequent proceed-

ings against Nazi war criminals, but it has certainly assisted the creation 

of the ad hoc International Criminal Tribunals for Yugoslavia and 

Rwanda, and ultimately, the emergence of the International Criminal 

Court. On the other hand, being the first of its kind, conducted in the haste 

of an immediate postwar context, the proceedings at Nuremberg created a 

number of questionable precedents in international criminal law. Proce-

dural faults were legion, and easy targets for barrages of political, legal 

and historical criticism. Skeptical voices labeled it an exercise in victors’ 

justice, and yet another imposition of the official truth. Various aspects of 

the proceedings were scrutinized and directly or indirectly criticized by 

reputed legal scholars, political scientists and historians. As early as 1961, 

A. J. P. Taylor provoked lively debate with his Origins of the Second 

World War. His interpretation of the causes of the war was very remote 

from the framework offered by the Nuremberg Judgment, and was boldly 

subtitled A Revisionist View.9 Many serious studies of the Nuremberg 

proceedings since then have maintained a critical edge towards what Mark 

Osiel recently named called “Nuremberg’s conspiratorial outlook on his-

tory.” Michael Marrus concurs that “as most of the historians would 

agree… this interpretation has not withstood the research of a subsequent 

generation of scholars.”10 Nuremberg is indeed a topic on which reason-

able, well-informed people have many doubts. 

Fishing in this murky water was bliss for the newly emerging, signifi-

cantly different brand of revisionism. It is no wonder that most researchers 

into the history of Holocaust denial usually single out Maurice Bardéche’s 

book Nuremberg or the Promised Land (1947) as its point of departure.11 

Without the benefit of much scholarly argumentation, but with a very 

clear political agenda, authors like Bardéche set out to undermine the im-

pact of the postwar trials and revise their findings. Criticizing Nuremberg 

alongside well-reputed scholars gave the new revisionism badly needed 

legitimacy. However, unlike benevolent critiques, they were using selec-

tive, guided attacks in order to exculpate the Nazi policies that were bur-

ied in the Nuremberg trials. Shielded to some extent by the Cold War-
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generated equation of the crimes of Communism with those of National 

Socialism, they produced many frighteningly successful distortions of 

otherwise convincing arguments. The participation of Soviet representa-

tives in the Nuremberg proceedings prompted the revisionists to claim that 

the trial was not only victors’ justice, but not justice at all. The inability of 

the Nuremberg prosecutors to establish the exact number of murdered 

Jews was misused for repeated reductions of the death toll. The non-

existence of the written order signed by Hitler regarding the Final Solu-

tion of the Jewish question was evoked as an argument ex silentio that he 

knew little or nothing about the death camps.12 The attack on the Nurem-

berg and related trials lay at the heart of what Pierre Vidal-Naquet labeled 

“an assassination of memory” and Deborah Lipstadt calls a “growing as-

sault on truth and memory.”13 

The new revisionists consciously promoted themselves as inheritors of 

interwar revisionism. The presentation of the Institute for Historical Re-

view states: “Devoted to truth and accuracy in history, the IHR continues 

the tradition of historical revisionism pioneered by distinguished histori-

ans such as Harry Elmer Barnes, A. J. P. Taylor, Charles Tansill, Paul 

Rassinier and William H. Chamberlin.”14 However, the differences were 

striking. Unlike the interwar debate on the question of German guilt, 

which did advance factual knowledge on the outbreak of the First World 

War, and did contribute to a wider understanding of causality in history, 

the new revisionism had far less to offer. Whereas the interwar revisionist 

historians were questioning the dictum of a peace treaty, which was a 

political imposition in a legal document, postwar revisionists were attack-

ing the core of postwar legal proceedings. Whereas most other scholars 

concentrated on criticizing the concept of crime of conspiracy and crimes 

against peace as defined at Nuremberg, new revisionists extended this 

skepticism to investigations into crimes against humanity and war crimes, 

casting doubts on their findings. Academic nonconformism in the spirit of 

“speaking the truth to power” was transformed into an outright denial of 

human suffering. Suspiciously, among the ranks of the new revisionists 

one could seldom find reputable professional historians; instead, maver-

icks of different brands took over the floor. Nevertheless, in the light of 

the deepening crisis of historical scholarship shaken by relativism, 

strengthened by the so-called “Hitler’s wave” of the early 1970s, they 

gained significant visibility. Initially the work of several marginalized 

individuals, their approach developed in the course of the 1970s into a 

recognizable standpoint on the margins of this extremely controversial 

and sensitive field. 
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2. THE LONG HAND OF THE STATE: DEFINING “REVISIONISTS” 

 

Ironically, it was precisely the limited success of the new revisionists of 

the late 1970s and 1980s which put in motion a set of legal mechanisms 

against them, and has assigned to them the derogatory label of “revision-

ists.” In fact the authors of revisionist literature regularly come into colli-

sion with the law. Maurice Bardéche himself was sentenced to a year in 

prison, although he never went to jail. However, with growing global sen-

sitivity towards the crimes of the Second World War, enhanced through 

the second generation of Holocaust related trials (The Ulm trial, the 

Eichmann trial, the Frankfurt-Auschwitz trial and so on), new sentiments 

were powerfully augmented by controversies like the one over President 

Reagan’s visit to the Bitburg cemetery, and the tables have turned against 

the revisionists. The shaken social consensus started calling for the legal 

protection of public memory, and there were tools available. Contrary to 

popular belief, freedom of speech in the public sphere is far from unlim-

ited in functioning democracies. Many aspects of expression are, in one 

way or another, suppressed in public life. Certain ways of addressing the 

past are also illegal in a number of countries. This is particularly the case 

with the denial of mass atrocities, above all with Holocaust denial. A 

number of countries have criminalized Holocaust denial or other ways of 

contesting the existence of crimes against humanity. Expressed in formu-

lations which differ significantly, Holocaust denial constitutes a crime in 

Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, France, Germany, Lithuania, Po-

land, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Spain, Switzerland and Israel. Where 

direct criminalization was absent, as in the United Kingdom, Canada, the 

United States and elsewhere, legislation concerning hate-speech and in-

citement to racial hatred also paved the way for a new wave of Second 

World War related trials, concerned with the aberrant memory or inade-

quate representation of those events. 

However, the vigor with which these mechanisms are applied varies 

from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. Germany has a long tradition of legally 

combating revisionism, which might be seen as an insistence on disconti-

nuity between the Federal Republic and the Third Reich, as well as the 

determination never again to allow the judicial system to become the mere 

bystander of a prospective Machtergreifung. Hence, such proceedings 

have become a matter of routine under article 185 of the Penal Code, 

which punishes behavior violating the honor of the complainant or under 

article 130 (3), which explicitly prohibits incitement to racial hatred. In 

addition, from the Zionist Swindle case (1977) onwards, the denial and 
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minimization of the number of Jewish victims of the Nazi regime specifi-

cally constitutes a crime. In 1985, the law colloquially called Gesetz 

gegen die “Auschwitz-Lüge” (Law against the “Auschwitz Lie”) was 

passed and has been upheld in trials like the Deckert case, in which the 

leader of the National Democratic Party, Günther Deckert, was found 

guilty of incitement to racial hatred and the Holocaust Denial case in 

which the German Supreme Court ruled, after a neo-Nazi rally, that the 

right to freedom of speech does not protect Holocaust deniers.15 

Similar historical experience probably guided Austria in the same di-

rection, with a zeal which shows no signs of withering six decades after 

the Second World War. On 20 February 2006, David Irving, a British self-

styled revisionist historian, was sentenced to three years in prison for 

Holocaust denial, under Austria’s 1947 law prohibiting the “public denial, 

belittling or justification of National Socialist crimes.”16 The law under 

which Irving was found guilty dated from 1945, but was severed in 1992 

to combat the revival of the ideology of the NSDAP through explicit 

criminalization of the denial and minimization of National Socialist 

crimes. In the reasoning of the court, this is exactly what Irving was doing 

in the course of lectures he held in Austria in 1989. 

A comparable practice developed somewhat later in France, as Henry 

Rousso labeled it, the “Vichy syndrome” was long dormant.17 However, 

as one of the many after-effects of the 1968 rebellion, the issue of ap-

propriate remembrance of the Second World War reappeared, strength-

ened by the burden of more recent instances of crimes committed in the 

course of decolonization. The anti-Jewish policy of the Vichy govern-

ment became an issue of contention in a number of cases, beginning 

with the trial of Klaus Barbie in 1987. Barbie’s skilled lawyer, Jacques 

Verges, based his defense on stretching the notion of crimes against 

humanity to the conduct of the French authorities in Indochina and Al-

geria, and in effect suggested a powerful alternative reading of the re-

cent history of France.18 In a subsequent wave of moral-revisiting of 

French history, the high profile of revisionists became an embarrassment 

to France, leading to a legislative reaction—in 1990 Parliament passed 

the so-called Gayssot law, which was furthering the 1972 Holocaust 

denial law and criminalized the contestation of crimes against human-

ity.19 One of the first defendants under that law was Robert Faurisson, a 

professor of literature at the University of Lyon and the most vocal 

Holocaust denier in France, who unsuccessfully appealed against the 

verdict of the United Nation’s Human Rights Committee. However, the 

Gayssot law does not necessarily concern only mavericks in scholarship, 



24 PAST IN THE MAKING 

like Faurisson, Vincent Reynouard or Roger Garaudy, but also right-

wing politicians like Jean-Marie Le Pen. 

European countries are generally in the forefront of the criminalization 

of harmful interpretations of the past, which are deemed to be a means of 

spreading hate-speech and inciting racial and ethnic hatred. Their com-

mitment to combating this phenomenon is apparent in a set of initiatives 

started recently by the Council of Europe through the Additional Protocol 

to the Convention on cybercrime, concerning the criminalization of acts of 

a racist and xenophobic nature committed through computer systems. 

Article 6 of this Protocol obliges the signatories to penalize “distributing 

or otherwise making available, through a computer system to the public, 

material which denies, grossly minimizes, approves, or justifies acts con-

stituting genocide or crimes against humanity, as defined by international 

law and recognized as such by final and binding decisions of the Interna-

tional Military Tribunal, established by the London Charter of 8 August 

1945, or of any other international court established by relevant interna-

tional instruments and whose jurisdiction is recognized by that Party.”20 

The intention is to regulate this realm as well, for the Internet has become 

one of the main battlefields for deniers and defenders of the memory of 

the Holocaust. 

The involvement of the state in this debate had, and still has, many op-

ponents in very different quarters. Revisionists are naturally very much 

against such laws, but such activities are disapproved of by many liberals 

too. Criticism is strong in countries with a long tradition of the constitu-

tional protection of free speech, and particularly in common law coun-

tries—criminalization of the Holocaust denial has never been discussed 

seriously in the United States, and Great Britain has recently dropped the 

idea of introducing it. The exception in this respect is Canada, where a 

denier, Ernst Zündel, was put on trial. However, even his verdict was 

eventually quashed by the Supreme Court on the basis of protection of 

free speech.21 One of the great controversies regarding revisionism was 

sparked off when Noam Chomsky’s essay Some Elementary Comments on 

the Rights of Freedom of Expression prefaced Robert Faurisson’s Mem-

oire en defense. Chomsky’s argument was that, although he does not con-

cur with Faurisson’s thesis, he feels the need to defend his right to express 

it.22 Even the most vocal fighters against Holocaust denial, like Deborah 

Lipstadt, have many reservations about such laws: “As an American, I’m 

a staunch believer in free speech. I recognize, however, that the situation 

in Germany is different and that there might be room there for a law 

against Holocaust denial, but there is also a practical aspect to my general 
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opposition to laws against Holocaust denial. When speech is restricted, it 

becomes ‘forbidden fruit’ and more interesting to people.”23 Other tactical 

issues are also at stake. The trials lend the revisionists, as noted by Ernst 

Zündel himself, a million dollars’ worth of publicity, through which they 

can also count on some public sympathy, claiming to be persecuted think-

ers and comparing themselves, as Robert Faurisson did, with Galilei: “Did 

Galileo Galilei have the facts right? Do we, the Revisionists, have the 

facts right? … That is the question.”24 

Many public figures who otherwise do not think revisionists have the 

facts right are championing the retraction of such laws and showing con-

cern about the tendency towards restrictive legislation in Europe.25 Profes-

sional historians are particularly engaged in working for their revocation. 

A group of 19 historians in France has recently protested against all “his-

toric laws.”26 The gist of their argument is captured by Timothy Garton 

Ash, who commented on the French Parliamentary 2005 law on colonial-

ism: “No one can legislate historical truth. In so far as historical truth can 

be established at all, it must be found by unfettered historical research, 

with historians arguing over the evidence and the facts, testing and disput-

ing each other’s claims without fear of prosecution or persecution.”27 The 

other way of addressing the legitimacy of a certain interpretation of the 

past is available and advocated as a less harmful alternative. Holocaust 

denial could be sanctioned indirectly, through civil proceedings in which 

individuals or groups file complaints against the alleged offenders on the 

grounds of causing mental harm, or producing and distributing offensive 

publications. A cause célèbre in this respect in the United States was the 

1981 Mermelstein case in which a Holocaust survivor, Mel Mermelstein, 

sued the Institute for Historical Review following their announcement of a 

reward to anyone who could prove that Jews were put to death by gassing 

in Auschwitz.28 The Institute lost in a way which constituted a major ju-

ridical defeat for revisionists, for the Californian court admitted the Holo-

caust into evidence as judicial notice, proclaiming it an event so well-

known and indisputable that it need not be proven in court. 

The huge success in the Mermelstein case, which was both preceded 

and followed by similar ventures in both continental and common law, 

indicated that criminal law is not indispensable in combating denial. If 

criminal action aims at delegalizing many facets of revisionism, civil suits 

aim at delegitimizing them, frequently with equal success. “Once some-

one is labeled as a Holocaust denier that person becomes illegitimate, and 

rightly so,” claims Jewish Professor Neil Gordon who recently won a suit 

against his colleague Steven Plaut, who alleged him to be “a fanatic anti-
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Semite.”29 This aspect of libel defamation undoubtedly made litigation 

over revisionism develop in rather unexpected directions towards the end 

of the century, and showed that civil cases also have their weaknesses. 

Quarrelling scholars address the court to resolve their claims. This option 

is open to “revisionists” as well as to others, and is particularly utilized in 

their attempt to present themselves as credible revisionists, rather than 

contemptible deniers. Revisionist historian David Irving tried to play this 

card by suing Deborah Lipstadt in 1996 for calling him a Holocaust den-

ier. Mainstream academia has also seen a number of similar initiatives. 

One of the legal after-effects of the Goldhagen debate was a libel threat by 

Daniel Goldhagen against Ruth Betinna Birn, whom he decided to sue 

unless she retracted her devastating review of his book Hitler’s Willing 

Executioners. Writing about the Holocaust and writing about writing 

about the Holocaust, already subject to very different interpretations, have 

become a true intellectual minefield.30 

 

 

3. THE COURT SPEAKS: OVER THE EDGE OF THE ACADEMIC DISCOURSE 

 

Many revisionists have been prosecuted, and some of them have gone to 

jail. But does this have an impact on conventional historiography? It de-

pends. Although cases regarding revisionists are sometimes conducted in 

an isolated courtroom context, their ability to influence scholarship should 

not be underestimated, as the following examples show. Whether the 

cases involve criminal or civil suits, there are a number of ways in which 

the proceedings can break out of the courtroom and directly or indirectly 

involve scholars. As the law invades their realm, tensions regarding au-

thority arise. Are the courts in a position to judge history? Can they assess 

the work of historians? How should historians react in such situations? 

Scholars could attract the attention of the public prosecutor or civil claim-

ants for their views and findings, which would not only put them in dan-

ger of punishment, but would put the judges in the strange position of 

rendering judgments over the quality of their historical interpretation, 

producing peculiar text in which legal form transmits the historiographical 

content. 

In 1994, one of the best known American Orientalists, Bernard Lewis, 

stood trial in Paris for an interview in which he cast doubts on the appro-

priateness of the term “genocide” for the 1915 massacre of Armenians in 

the Ottoman Empire, which he referred to as “the Armenian version of 

this event.”31 He was indicted under the Gayssot law, but acquitted on the 



  From Revisionism to “Revisionism” 27 

basis of the interpretation of the court, which defined crimes against hu-

manity in accordance with the definition of the London Charter of 1945 

and was hesitant to stretch the notion to prior events. However, Lewis was 

sued in a civil case in three separate suits by the French Forum of Arme-

nian Associations. The French court claimed not to be interested in resolv-

ing either historical issues or historiographical method:  

 

The Court is not called upon to assess or to state whether the massacres of Armenians 

committed from 1915 to 1917 constitute or do not constitute the crime of genocide … 

in fact, as regards historical events, the courts do not have as their mission the duty to 

arbitrate or settle arguments or controversies these events may inspire and to decide 

how a particular episode of national or world history is to be represented or character-

ized… in principle, the historian enjoys, by hypothesis, complete freedom to relate, ac-

cording to his own personal views, the facts, actions and attitudes of persons or groups 

of persons who took part in events the historian has made the subject of his research.32 

 

However, in spite of those reservations, in order to assess whether 

Lewis had injured the Armenian community or was simply doing his job, 

legal scrutiny of his scholarly activity was necessary:  

 

Whereas, even if it is in no way established that he pursued a purpose alien to his mis-

sion as a historian, and even if it is not disputable that he may maintain an opinion on 

this question different from those of the petitioning associations, the fact remains that 

it was by concealing elements contrary to his thesis that the defendant was able to as-

sert that there was no “serious proof” of the Armenian genocide; consequently, he 

failed in his duties of objectivity and prudence by expressing himself without qualifi-

cation on such a sensitive subject; and his remarks, which could unfairly revive the 

pain of the Armenian community, are tortious and justify compensation under the 

terms set forth hereafter.33  

 

Lewis lost one of the suits, and paid the sum of one franc as compensa-

tion for an offense towards the sentiments of the Armenian community. 

Clearly, the court was both in the position of rendering judgment over the 

appropriateness of his scholarship, and under obligation to do so. 

The other type of interaction between academics was displayed in R. 

vs. Ernst Zündel, a 1985 criminal case in Canada in which a neo-Nazi 

publisher was accused of “spreading false news” after publishing an essay 

entitled Did 6 Million Really Die?34 The prosecutor built his case on an 

attempt to prove that Zündel was purposefully spreading false news. He 

was bound to prove that Zündel was aware of the truth—that he knew 

about the Holocaust and maliciously misguided the public. As the judge 

declined to accept the existence of the Holocaust as a judicial notice, it 
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became a necessity to prove that the Holocaust occurred and was to be 

believed in beyond reasonable doubt by an average person. In addition to 

the customary sorts of evidence, such as documents and eyewitness testi-

monies, the prosecution embarked on a less standard venture—bringing 

historians into court as expert witnesses. The expert witness for the prose-

cution was no other than Raul Hilberg, one of the best known Holocaust 

scholars. Zündel’s lawyer, Dag Christi, set out to defend his client by 

relativizing the epistemological value of knowledge about the past. In 

order to convince the jury that “history is only an opinion,” and that there 

are no firm criteria for preferring one opinion over the other, he dismissed 

historical expert testimonies as hearsay, and exposed Hilberg to highly 

abusive cross-examination.35 However, he commissioned expert historical 

testimony for his own client from none other than Robert Faurisson. 

Consequently, the trial offered the strange spectacle of a debate be-

tween the experts brought by the defense and those provided by the prose-

cution. The complex case dragged from the first hearing to the Supreme 

Court and back for a retrial. During the retrial, Hilberg’s place was taken 

by another prominent expert on the period, Christopher Browning.36 The 

defense also strengthened their ranks, bringing David Irving to the witness 

box. Needless to say, such skirmishes increased the fame of revisionists. 

Eventually, Zündel was found guilty. The case went to appeal and was 

sent for retrial owing to procedural faults. In a retrial, he was found guilty 

again, and this time the verdict was confirmed on appeal, but was eventu-

ally reversed by the Supreme Court on the grounds of protection of free 

speech. The ultimate failure unintentionally delivered the message that the 

Holocaust is a debatable event in scholarship, which did create many 

doubts about the feasibility of the venture. 

However, a case in which the courtroom exposure of historians 

reached a peak, and which combined aspects of both the Lewis and the 

Zündel cases, was David Irving versus Penguin Books Ltd. and Deborah 

Lipstadt. The case was brought on the basis of a writ filed by David Irving 

in 1996, in which he claimed to have been defamed by Deborah Lipstadt, 

an American social scientist. Lipstadt labeled David Irving a Holocaust 

denier in her book Denying the Holocaust. He sued both her and her pub-

lishers, demanding compensation for his damaged reputation, and the trial 

began in 2000. According to British libel law, the burden of proof rests 

with the defendants, who were obliged to prove that the accusation was 

false. This meant that they had to prove that Irving was a Holocaust den-

ier—a complex task. In order to convince the judge that Irving denied the 

Holocaust, the defendant had to show what the Holocaust was, prove that 
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Irving was familiar with the facts regarding the Holocaust, and that he had 

purposefully twisted or ignored crucial facts in order to deny it. As sum-

marized by Irving himself, the defendants had to show “…first, that a 

particular thing happened or existed; second that I was aware of that par-

ticular thing as it happened or existed, at the time that I wrote about it 

from the records then before me; third, that I then willfully manipulated 

the text or mistranslated or distorted it for the purposes that they imply.”37 

And that was exactly what the defense intended to do. In addition to the 

submission of an enormous amount of written evidence, one way was to 

call upon expert witnesses. The defense commissioned no less than five 

reports by prominent historians and social scientists (Richard Evans, 

Robert Van Pelt, Christopher Browning, Peter Longerich, Hajo Funke).38 

Irving also called upon historians such as John Keegan and Cameroon 

Watt to testify on his behalf. The outcome was “something new: a Holo-

caust trial without victims and without perpetrators… in which history is 

judged, as well as made.”39 

Irving was in fact fighting a battle to retain the title of respected, or at 

least relevant, revisionist historian. He objected to being labeled a Holo-

caust denier, claiming that at no time had he denied the mass murder of 

Jews by the Nazis, not resisting however the temptation to use the same 

strategy of globalizing the Holocaust as had been attempted by Verges in 

the Barbie trial—he stated that “the whole of World War II can be defined 

as a Holocaust.”40 To counter this, some of the expert reports of the prose-

cution were about the Holocaust; the others were about Irving, and his 

extreme right-wing politics and scholarship. Even more than in the Zündel 

case, historians were debating the appropriateness of an interpretation of 

the past. The quality of Irving’s method was torn to pieces by Professor 

Richard Evans, who subjected Irving’s entire opus to careful scrutiny and 

identified a number of factual errors, distortions, manipulations, and mys-

tifications. He simply denied him the title of historian:  

 
It may seem an absurd semantic dispute to deny the appellation of “historian” to some-

one who has written two dozen books or more about historical subjects. But if we 

mean by historian someone who is concerned to discover the truth about the past, and 

to give as accurate a representation of it as possible, then Irving is not a historian … 

Irving is essentially an ideologue who uses history for his own political purposes; he is 

not primarily concerned with discovering and interpreting what happened in the past, 

he is concerned merely to give a selective and tendentious account of it in order to fur-

ther his own ideological ends in the present. The true historian’s primary concern, 

however, is with the past. That is why, in the end, Irving is not a historian.41  
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As the attempts by Irving to refute Evans’ findings in the course of 

cross-examination failed, his reputation as a scholar was badly damaged–

nor was it salvaged by the unwilling and unenthusiastic testimonies of his 

own expert witnesses. 

Interestingly enough, both of the otherwise bitterly opposed sides 

agreed on one thing: that the trial was not about history, but about the way 

Irving was interpreting it. Irving stated that “this trial is not really about 

what happened in the Holocaust.” The defense attorney proclaimed that 

“this is obviously an important case, but that is not however because it is 

primarily concerned with whether or not the Holocaust took place or the 

degree of Hitler’s responsibility for it.” The judge also maintained that 

“this trial is not concerned with making findings of historical facts.” He 

reemphasized this position in the opening of the judgment: “it is not for 

me to form, still less to express, a judgment about what happened. That is 

a task for historians.”42 However, as in the Lewis case, the judgment con-

tained a strongly historicized verdict, worth quoting at some length, for it 

undoubtedly captures the moment in which a revisionist was transformed 

into a “revisionist” and the border of academic discourse was deemed to 

have been crossed: 

 
I have found that most of the Defendants’ historiographical criticisms of Irving set out 

in section V of this judgement are justified. In the vast majority of those instances the 

effect of what Irving has written has been to portray Hitler in a favourable light and to 

divert blame from him onto others … Mistakes and misconceptions such as these ap-

pear to me by their nature unlikely to have been innocent. They are more consistent 

with a willingness on Irving’s part knowingly to misrepresent or manipulate or put a 

“spin” on the evidence so as to make it conform with his own preconceptions. In my 

judgment the nature of these misstatements and misjudgments by Irving is a further 

pointer towards the conclusion that he has deliberately skewed the evidence to bring it 

into line with his political beliefs … The double standards which Irving adopts to some 

of the documents and to some of the witnesses appears to me to be further evidence 

that Irving is seeking to manipulate the evidence rather than approaching it as a dispas-

sionate, if sometimes mistaken, historian … In my view the Defendants have estab-

lished that Irving has a political agenda. It is one which, it is legitimate to infer, dis-

poses him, where he deems it necessary, to manipulate the historical record in order to 

make it conform with his political beliefs … Irving has for his own ideological reasons 

persistently and deliberately misrepresented and manipulated historical evidence; that 

for the same reasons he has portrayed Hitler in an unwarrantedly favourable light, 

principally in relation to his attitude towards and responsibility for the treatment of the 

Jews; that he is an active Holocaust denier; that he is anti-Semitic and racist and that 

he associates with right-wing extremists who promote neo-Nazism. 43 
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These long quotations are only excerpts from a devastating verdict 

over 300 pages long, which was clearly in favor of the defendants and 

disastrous for Irving’s reputation. In the aftermath of the trial he spent 

some time recuperating as an academic outcast, desperately trying to re-

trieve some of his credentials, and radicalizing his standpoint in a way 

which eventually brought him to a Vienna prison cell, in which he appar-

ently wrote a book about his clashes with the law entitled Irving’s War.44 

Since the end of 2006, Irving has been free, but it seems that his career as 

a scholar has come to an end. 

The Irving–Lipstadt case attracted considerable media attention. Much 

of it focused on the phenomenon of legal limitations on historical interpre-

tations.45 Numerous comments showed unease over the courtroom demar-

cation between legitimate and illegitimate revision. David Robson noted 

that “a libel court is somewhere to fight battles, score points and collect 

damages. But for seekers of light, understanding and historical truth, it is 

very often not the place to look.” Neal Ascherson observed that in a trial 

“fragments of history are snatched out of context, dried, treated and used 

as firelighters to scorch an adversary … for establishing what really hap-

pened in history, English libel court is the worst place in the world.” 

Daniel Jonah Goldhagen wrote that “the ruling of a court has no bearing 

on historical fact: the court is a place where legal issues are adjudicated 

according to the particular standards of a given country, not where histori-

cal issues are decided according to the different and well-established stan-

dards of historical scholarship.”46 

Richard Evans expressed a different, more optimistic view, enumerat-

ing the reasons why the court seemed an appropriate place to fight this 

methodological battle. He argued that during legal proceedings the par-

ticipants are not subject to constraints of time and space, as is frequently 

the case in academic debates. Further, he claimed that in court, unlike in 

scholarly debate, it is not so easy to evade the debated questions. Finally, he 

pointed out that the rules of evidence in court, at least in civil cases, are not 

so unlike the historical rules of evidence.47 This view is however, countered 

by a short remark by Simone Veil, warning that “one cannot impose a his-

torical truth by law.” Can one? The cases summarized above show that one 

can. But should it happen? The question remains open for discussion. It 

would surely be tempting to assess the best ways to combat revisionism, or 

to work out whether trials are the proper way to do so. However, this issue 

is beyond the scope of this paper, for it is likely to remain, in the words of 

Michael Marrus, a “serious question, upon which the people of goodwill 

seriously disagree.”48 It is worth mentioning though, that 2007 has started 
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with precisely such disagreements, following the German initiative for the 

criminalization of the Holocaust denial at the level of the European Union 

and the Resolution of the United Nations General Assembly calling upon 

member states to suppress Holocaust denial. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

As Napoleon once said, “history is the version of the past events that peo-

ple have decided to agree upon.” It would be professional blindness to 

maintain that the people in question are necessarily historians. They might 

easily be jurists or politicians. And they reach agreement in accordance 

with their own disciplinary requirements. The complexities of the cases 

described above demonstrate that the legal delineation between legitimate 

and illegitimate interpretations of the past is a global venture which takes 

very different shapes in particular local contexts. Hence generalized con-

clusions would most likely fail to honor the complexity of the entangle-

ment between history and the law. They would also lack sensitivity to-

wards the circumstances in which particular cases appear and would not 

give substantial information on the influence court activity actually has on 

communities of historians. However, outlining some general trends and 

posing a question or two might provide avenues for more structured dis-

cussion. 

It is fairly obvious that criminal prosecution of Holocaust denial is 

more likely to happen within the realm of continental legal traditions. 

Although one of the most interesting such cases took place in Canada, the 

problems it encountered and the eventual extradition of Zündel to Ger-

many, where he was promptly locked away and now awaits a verdict, 

support this conclusion. Similarly, the legal entanglements of David Ir-

ving, who served as an expert witness in the Zündel case, lost a libel suit, 

his money, and his reputation in Great Britain, but remained a free man 

until his arrest in Austria in November 2005, strongly indicate that leni-

ency towards revisionism is more likely to be found in common law coun-

tries. How is this so? Several possible interpretations might be put forward 

for discussion. It is hard to neglect the fact that the borders of Hitler’s 

Fortress Europe largely corresponded to the borders of continental 

Europe, whereas the classic common law countries, such as Great Britain 

and the United States, remained out of his grasp. Might it be that the coun-

tries which had more immediate experience of Nazi occupation and do-

mestic collaboration have a particular take on the issues of the revision of 



  From Revisionism to “Revisionism” 33 

that part of their past, whereas the more remote position of the non-

continental jurisdictions allows them a more relaxed approach? That ar-

gument, however, could also be historically turned around into the re-

search question: why was the German conquest so successful precisely in 

the realm of continental law? 

Further inspection of the legal context of the cases brings us closer to 

the relevance of the trials for historiography. Why do some of the trials 

roll on in silence, whereas others constitute public events? In this respect, 

the difference between adversarial and inquisitorial legal procedure is 

revealing. In an inquisitorial proceeding, generally typical of continental 

law (with the notable exception of France), the role of the judge in the 

process is immense. The judge is not only the arbiter of the case, but also 

a very active fact-finder, as the underlying philosophy of the inquisitorial 

trial is a common quest for the truth, upon which a certain law is to be 

applied. In contrast, the typical adversarial, common-law based trial pre-

supposes the detachment of the judge, who is primarily supposed to ob-

serve that the rules and procedures are properly observed by the contest-

ing parties. In such cases, the truth is supposed to evolve from frequently 

disparate accounts given by the parties. The consequences of these differ-

ences are important. In an inquisitorial trial considerable segments of the 

case are handled in written form, frequently in camera, whereas the ad-

versarial case is usually characterized by a public demonstration of the 

evidence and has a theatrical aspect to it. Hence cases handled in the in-

quisitorial legal system are not likely to turn the courtroom into a history 

classroom. The adversarial system has that potential, displayed both in 

criminal and civil cases, as demonstrated in the Zündel and Irving cases. 

Juridical activity in the delineation of proper scholarship is an impor-

tant reminder of a simple fact too easily neglected by contemporary epis-

temological debates. Historiography does not operate in isolation from the 

rest of society. It represents a social practice which is entangled, harmo-

nized or contrasted, and finally, accountable to the other powerful factors 

which shape our reality. Wrestling with the problem of the proper inter-

pretation of the past, the courts could not allow themselves abstract de-

tachment. By and large, they had to resort to a strikingly plain criterion. 

What was necessary was to assess the intentions of the accused. If he was 

committing factual mistakes or errors in judgment in good faith, mere 

carelessness would not make him a denier. Bad intentions and deliberately 

deluding the public would. This differentiation between benevolent and 

malevolent writing, which bravely ignores Roland Barthes’ dictum on the 

death of the author, is in fact not as unsophisticated as it may seem. It 
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rests on a minimalist, yet effective epistemological presupposition that in 

a given system one might not necessarily have to know the truth to be able 

to recognize a lie. Such a demarcation line was drawn in distinguishing 

revisionists from “revisionists.” At the same time, this line represents the 

edge of the credible academic position. 
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“My views are quite explicitly stated: the Holocaust was the most extreme 

atrocity in human history, and we lose our humanity if we are even willing 

to enter the arena of debate with those who seek to deny or underplay 

Nazi crimes.”1 Noam Chomsky’s 1992 assertion would not be challenged 

openly in Germany today. However, even though the uniqueness of the 

Holocaust remains undisputed, comparisons between Nazi crimes and 

supposedly similar crimes allegedly committed by the Allies after World 

War II are also widely accepted in current German rhetoric. During the 

last couple of years the media have repeatedly claimed that debating the 

Vertreibung (expulsion) has been taboo until now, and that German “vic-

tims” of the Allies’ policies should be commemorated in the same way as 

the victims of Nazi war crimes. Calls for a “new” form of collective 

memory are common, and many Germans believe that changes are neces-

sary in order to “normalize” German historical consciousness. These at-

tempts to revise the popular understanding of World War II and its after-

math are not openly presented as a debate about National Socialism, but 

as a debate about the resettlement of the German population from Eastern 

Europe during and after the war. In particular, this debate focuses on the 

Vertreibung of Germans from areas which had belonged to Großdeutsches 

Reich, the Nazi-enlarged German Reich, during the war and to Poland and 

Czechoslovakia afterwards. 

These recent debates about the Vertreibung represent a more signifi-

cant issue than another mere discussion about the past. Most Germans 

would agree with this statement, as voices suggesting that the Vertreibung 

is a European issue are heard regularly, and many Germans assert that the 

Vertreibung should be commemorated as a “European tragedy” in a 

“European manner.”2 The driving political force behind the new trend is 

the Bund der Vertriebenen,3 an organization that is generally regarded as 

the political representation of the expellees. However, this kind of “Euro-
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peanization” of the Vertreibung has been called for from all sides of the 

present political spectrum in Germany. The term “European” might be 

more often spoken about than thought of in Germany, but there are good 

reasons why these debates do indeed appear significant for the whole of 

Europe. 

Poland and the Czech Republic are directly connected with the recent 

debates about the Vertreibung because the popular views of Polish history 

stand together with those of Czech history in the focus of all these de-

bates. Moreover, the major role played by the United States, Great Britain 

and the Soviet Union in those events indicates that the histories of these 

three states also belong to the issue. The discussion indicates that there is 

a close connection between popular ways of remembering the Vertreibung 

on the one hand, and remembering the Holocaust on the other.4 The pre-

sent development of collective memory in Germany will therefore have 

direct repercussions on the future understanding of the nature of the Holo-

caust and its historical interpretation. This concerns not only Europeans, 

but also Jews in general, and the state of Israel in particular. Moreover, the 

United Nations declared in 2005 that 27 January should become “Interna-

tional Day of Commemoration in Memory of the Victims of the Holo-

caust,” and therefore the question of how the Holocaust is remembered 

naturally does matter for both the historical consciousness and the politi-

cal future of all of Europe and beyond. 

The issue of the Vertreibung is considered in Germany as an issue of 

national identity. In 1999, the Bund der Vertriebenen demanded that a 

national memorial should be created in Berlin to commemorate the Ver-

treibung so that this part of collective memory would become one of the 

pillars of German national identity. This proposal aroused new interest in 

the topic of the Vertreibung and calls for a “new” form of collective 

memory. In 2002, the German parliament expressed support for the idea 

that a new memorial to the Vertreibung should be created, even though 

the politicians disagreed over what the memorial should look like.5 This 

decision of the Bundestag inspired wide-ranging discussion, but the main 

controversy involved only the two major political parties, the Christian–

Democratic Union and its Bavarian section, the Christian–Social Union 

(CDU/CSU), and the Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD); each 

side favored a different project. The CDU/CSU endorsed the plan for a 

Zentrum gegen Vertreibungen6 (Center against Expulsions) proposed by 

the national organization of expellees. The SPD endorsed Markus 

Meckel’s 2003 proposal that a Europäisches Zentrum gegen Vertreibun-

gen, Zwangsaussiedlungen und Deportationen (European Center against 
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Expulsions, Forced Resettlements and Deportations) should be created.7 

However, both projects are based on the common understanding that the 

Vertreibung was a crime of “ethnic cleansing,” committed by the Allies in 

1945 and inspired by the same ideas which had led the Nazi regime to the 

Holocaust, and that about 15 million Germans are to be remembered as 

victims of the Vertreibung. 

The “new” way of remembering the Vertreibung was obviously in-

spired by discussions about the Holocaust Memorial, which was erected in 

Berlin in 2005, but had been a subject for debate among the German pub-

lic throughout the 1990s. With respect to the commemoration of the Ver-

treibung in a new way, the public expressed a wide range of opinions and 

attitudes, from the extreme right to the extreme left. However, this fact 

has not been reflected in the major media, which focus on politically sig-

nificant issues rather than on the arguments presented. Voices critical of 

both projects for a state-funded memorial have been widely excluded from 

the media, and their arguments seldom heard in public. Not even the in-

ternational petition For a Critical and Enlightened Debate about the Past, 

signed in 2003 by 116 scholars and intellectuals from 12 countries,8 has 

been brought to the attention of the public. Consequently, the reasons for 

wide-spread criticism of this new development are not understood by 

many Germans. The stereotype that only “the Poles” and “the Czechs” 

raise objections has become popular, even though the major daily, Frank-

furter Allgemeine Zeitung, accused critics from “East Central Europe” 

collectively of just copying “West German left wing intellectuals.”9 The 

new German government, a coalition of the two major parties mentioned 

above, announced in 2005 that the national memorial commemorating the 

Vertreibung should be created in Berlin during its term of office. It should 

become an expression of “new” ways of remembering the Vertreibung in 

Germany, and therefore, the study of this issue from the point of view of 

historical revisionism has become an issue of major importance both for 

Germany and for the international community. 

 

*** 

A brief overview of the historical events labeled in Germany as Ver-

treibung might be helpful for an understanding of the subject of this es-

say.10 The word Vertreibung is a designation which sums up the results of 

four major steps towards the resettlement of German minorities in Eastern 

Europe in the years 1939–1949. In 1949, there were about 11 million 

Germans in Germany, who had lived in areas east of the new German–

Polish borders before World War II, and about 3.5 million Germans re-
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mained in their homes.11 The resettlement took place in the following four 

stages: 

– Between 1939 and 1944, the Nazi Regime resettled around one mil-

lion Germans from the Baltic States, the Soviet Union, Hungary, 

Romania and Yugoslavia. These people were moved from their 

homes primarily to German-occupied territories in Poland, but also 

to occupied Czechoslovakia and Austria. 

– Between August 1944, and 8 May 1945, around six million Ger-

mans, mostly women, children, and sick and old people (including 

the previously resettled Germans) were subjected to the Evacuation 

Orders of the German authorities in the areas east of the Oder–

Neiße-Line, as the plans of the Allied governments for the future 

German frontiers became known to Nazi officials (on 1 January 

1945, Hitler informed the German public of this in his New Year’s 

Order12). 

– In the first postwar months, the liberated western areas of Poland 

and northern Czechoslovakia were in a lawless state after the Ger-

man authorities retreated. During this period, about one million 

Germans from Poland (partly the evacuees) and approximately 

730,000 from Czechoslovakia became victims of arbitrary expul-

sions. At the same time, millions of previously evacuated German 

civilians found themselves homeless and their future status unclear. 

– At the Potsdam Conference in 1945, the United States, Great Brit-

ain, and the Soviet Union declared their intention to resettle the re-

maining parts of the German population from Poland, Czechoslova-

kia and Hungary. By the provisions of these three occupying pow-

ers, 1.9 million people were resettled from Poland in 1946; 500,000 

in 1947; and 76,000 in 1948/49.13 2.2 million Germans were trans-

ferred from Czechoslovakia in 1946.14 120,000 Germans left Hun-

gary in 1946, and another 50,000 in the following two years.15 

160,000 Germans left Austria during 1946.16 

All these events have been blurred by the common German usage of 

the word Vertreibung, creating a major obstacle to a factual and analytic 

approach to the topic. To understand the German debates on the Ver-

treibung the following two points must be kept in mind. First, the Vertrie-

bene, the expellees, were partly removed from their homes in Eastern 

Europe by the German authorities before the end of World War II and 

partly by the Allies after the end of the war. Second, the three occupying 

powers authorized the transfer of German populations from Poland, 

Czechoslovakia and Hungary, the vast majority of whom—in fact all ex-
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cept about 200,000 Germans from Hungary—had been citizens of the 

Großdeutsches Reich, the Nazi-enlarged German Reich. The decision 

taken by the Allies was not part of an attempt to apply any universally 

comprehended principles of ethnic homogeneity, but a strictly limited 

decision as part of their postwar policies towards Germany. 

 

*** 

 

In Germany, the word Vertreibung does not designate these events which 

took place between 1939 and 1949 or distinguish between the various 

ways in which the expellees arrived in postwar Germany. The Vertreibung 

has traditionally been remembered in Germany as an event from the end 

of World War II and the postwar period only.17 The numbers of “victims” 

of the Vertreibung used in the media and specialized literature vary be-

tween 5 and 20 million, and it is often claimed that 2.5 million German 

civilians lost their lives during the Vertreibung. The historical narrative is 

usually based on three images representing the Vertreibung. It begins by 

mentioning the flight and plight of German civilians from the Soviet oc-

cupied territories between late 1944 and early 1945, focusing on the 

atrocities committed by Soviet soldiers. Secondly, the term “wild expul-

sions” is used to characterize the fate of German civilians between May 

1945 and late summer 1945, when atrocities committed by Polish and 

Czechoslovak citizens are in focus. Thirdly, the transfers supervised by 

the USA, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union from 1946 to 1949 are con-

sidered as the next stage of the Vertreibung, but they are not usually paid 

much attention in the traditional narrative. In addition to this, the German 

term expellees has been also used to designate people who moved volun-

tarily from Eastern Europe to the Federal Republic of Germany between 

1949 and 1993. 

The Vertreibung has been one of the central topics of collective mem-

ory in the FRG since the state was founded in 1949. Besides National 

Socialism, there is hardly any historical issue which has been discussed 

and reflected upon so often. There are places of commemoration in nearly 

every German town, scholarly research on this topic has been widespread 

from the very beginning, as has its reflection in literature and public dis-

cussion. The recent discussions on the Vertreibung can be traced back to a 

revived interest in Germany after the fall of the communist regime. Dur-

ing the 1990s, German politicians, media and the organizations of expel-

lees exported their ideas into neighboring countries in Central Europe. 

Their principle targets were Poland and the Czech Republic, where over 
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90 percent of the expellees came from. In these countries, the topic 

aroused great interest and inspired controversies as well as numerous re-

search projects and publications throughout the 1990s. In other European 

countries, interest did not develop to the same extent. 

The ways in which the Vertreibung is commemorated in Germany 

have always been subjected to criticism. To understand the controversies 

accompanying the public discourse on the Vertreibung, we have to distin-

guish between two aspects: first, the history and the political demands 

directed by the German state at Poland and Czechoslovakia since 1949; 

and second, the history of the public understanding, interpretations and 

forms of commemoration in the FRG between 1949 and 1989. These two 

aspects are closely interconnected. 

In the German Democratic Republic, the decisions taken by the Allied 

powers in 1945 were never questioned, but governments of the Federal 

Republic since 1949 have maintained a different position with respect to 

the interpretation of the Vertreibung. They claim that the expulsion of the 

German population from Poland and Czechoslovakia was illegal, that it 

constitutes a crime against humanity, and that it should be revised. The 

term Vertreibung is often used together with the words Vernichtung or 

Völkermord (extermination or genocide). A large majority of German 

politicians have striven since 1949 for the restitution of (or at least com-

pensation for) lost territories, citizens’ rights, and property from Poland 

and the Czech Republic. In particular, the Federal Republic adopted revi-

sionist policies towards the German–Polish border as established de facto 

in 1945. As the British historian Elizabeth Wiskemann observed in 1956, 

it was not easy for many Germans to understand the situation in Germany 

after World War II: 

 
In the “smash-and-grab” land game which has gone on between Poles and Germans 
through the ages, and whose present phase may be regarded as dating from the parti-
tions of Poland at the end of the 18th century, the Germans had now lost two rounds: 
the Second World War had deprived them of far more land—one measure of national 
power—than the first, and drawn a frontier de facto which (certainly in terms of earlier 
conceptions) had a greater air of finality.18 

 

The political efforts to achieve a revision of the Potsdam Treaty were 

more rhetorical exercises than real political actions, and a number of these 

efforts were supported by various sections of the population between 1949 

and 1989. The fall of the communist regimes led to a revival of expecta-

tions during the 1990s. The German–Polish border was accepted finally in 

1990/91, but demands for the restitution of property owned by German 
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citizens before the end of World War II appeared reasonable to major 

parts of the German public up to 2004, when the government of Gerhard 

Schröder distanced itself from the issue. Most other politicians joined 

Schröder and stopped calling for material restitutions and compensation 

even though the state still gives financial and political support to organiza-

tions which continue to pursue such claims. Germany has not succeeded 

in pressing Poland or the Czech Republic into any concessions. The posi-

tion of these two states concerning the legality of the decision endorsed in 

Potsdam in summer 1945 has been confirmed by all three powers, as indi-

cated by, for example, the official statement of the US Information Ser-

vice of 14 February, 1996: “The decisions made at Potsdam by the gov-

ernments of the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union 

in July and August, 1945 were soundly based in international law… The 

conclusions of the Potsdam Conference are historical fact and the United 

States is confident that no country wishes to call them into question.”19 

However, the traditionally common interpretations of the Vertreibung in 

Germany have been part of the unsuccessful attempts to reverse the post-

war decisions of the Allies. 

The second aspect of the recent debates on the Vertreibung in Ger-

many concerns the emergence of the so-called “new” historical interpreta-

tions of the Vertreibung. Because of the political experience summarized 

above, all public discussion in this field has always been highly politi-

cized. Since the fall of the communist regimes, the topic of the Ver-

treibung has aroused great interest in Poland and in the Czech Republic, 

and international cooperation among German, Polish and Czech historians 

has led to numerous new studies. In spite of the lively research and dis-

cussion on the topic throughout the 1990s, the so-called “new” ways of 

collective memory in Germany emerged after 1999 and it is this way of 

collective remembrance which has provoked considerable criticism in 

Germany, as well as in Poland and, to a lesser degree, in the Czech Re-

public. Criticism was leveled against this development because it is per-

ceived as a dangerous process of reinterpretation of 20th-century German 

and European history. Many critics argue that we are confronted with 

historical revisionism in the sense of a politically motivated approach that 

downgrades or denies essential historical facts concerning the Nazi regime 

and its crimes. 

In Germany, the reasons why commentators have raised the idea of re-

visionism have generally not been understood. However, the notion of 

rewriting history, Revision der Geschichte, has become a topic that ap-

pears regularly in the media. Its significance today is indicated, for exam-
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ple, by the speech given by President Horst Köhler on 2 September 2006. 

Speaking to some 1,000 representatives of 21 expellee organizations on 

the main commemoration day in Germany devoted to the Vertreibung, the 

so-called Tag der Heimat (The Day of the Homeland), Köhler said: “We 

have to make clear in a patient way that there is no political force which 

should be taken seriously that would strive to rewrite history.”20 Accord-

ing to this and numerous other statements, we should not look for any 

form of historical revisionism in present-day Germany. 

Such statements are surprising because since 1999, the German media 

and many German commentators have stressed that a change in German 

historical consciousness has taken place, that Germans are “at last free” to 

speak about German suffering during and after World War II. Who should 

have prevented “the Germans” from speaking about their sufferings in the 

free and democratic FRG has never been clarified, but even the famous 

German weekly magazine Spiegel demonstrates how popular this idea has 

become: in 2003, the magazine announced that “a new climate” had 

emerged in Germany, because it had now become possible to speak about 

topics which had been previously taboo.21 These two topics were “the 

Germans as victims” and “the Bombing of Germany,” and two series of 

articles were published: the first devoted to the Vertreibung, and the sec-

ond to the air raids during World War II. No new information was pre-

sented by the magazine, but comparisons between the Nazi regime and the 

Allies were made in a more explicit way than in earlier times. 

This new fashion aroused attention around the world. Even Wikipedia 

brought the new developments on the topic of expulsion to the attention of 

the international public, describing them as follows: 

 
In the early 1990s, the Cold War ended and the occupying powers withdrew from 
Germany. The issue of the treatment of Germans after World War II began to be re-
examined, having previously been overshadowed by Nazi Germany’s war crimes. The 
primary motivation for this change was the collapse of the Soviet Union, which al-
lowed for issues previously marginalized, such as the crimes committed by the Soviet 
Army during the World War II, to be raised. 

In November and December 1993, an exhibit on Ethnic Cleansing 1944–1948 was 
held at the Stuart Centre of De Paul University, in Chicago, where it was called an un-
known holocaust, which had been forgotten about. Reports have surfaced of both 
Czech nationalist as well as Soviet massacres of German civilians (see the book A Ter-
rible Revenge). Also, some of the former German concentration camps were used as 
temporary camps for German civilians.22 
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This passage, and many other texts,23 indicate that some kind of rewrit-

ing of history is in progress in spite of all attempts to deny any “revision-

ism.” What exactly is new, on what sources the so called “new” informa-

tion is based, and towards what kind of changes in our understanding of 

European history the “new” way of writing that history is leading us, are 

all questions which deserve our attention. The major media in Germany 

have not discussed such questions. Among academic observers, the com-

mentators belong either to the supporters of the new trend, or to its critics, 

but few attempts have been made to look at the “new” German historiog-

raphy from a historical point of view. 

 

*** 

 

Traditionally, numerous authors in Germany focus their interpretation of 

the Vertreibung on the crimes committed against German civilians by the 

Soviet Army and by Czech and Polish perpetrators during the last months 

of the War and its aftermath. They base their understanding of the Ver-

treibung on the idea that 15 million Germans from numerous countries in 

Eastern and Central Europe were victims of criminal acts committed by 

the Allies in general, but in particular by the Poles and the Czechs. In their 

view, these two nations bear the main responsibility for the Vertreibung, 

partly shared by the three powers. These authors do not attempt to explore 

and describe the events which brought the expellees from their original 

homes in Eastern Europe to postwar Germany or to explain why the Allies 

took their decisions; they concentrate rather on presenting the evidence of 

crimes, used as pars in toto evidence. Several popular symbolic represen-

tations of such crimes—place-names such as Nemmersdorf, Lamsdorf, 

Aussig and Brünn—accompany the common narrative without being 

placed in their real historical context. 

In contrast, the protagonists of the “new” interpretation of the Ver-

treibung emphasize what they consider to be its “European” character. 

This kind of “Europeanization” of the expulsion is presented as the new 

understanding of history, maintaining that the Vertreibung was not just an 

event concerning the German population or nation, but rather that it has to 

be seen as the result of a europäischer Irrweg (European deviation).24 All 

Europeans should remember the European history of the 20th century as a 

“deviation,” and the Holocaust and the Vertreibung as two consequences 

of this “European deviation.” Today, most German historians, politicians, 

and commentators advocate this so-called European way of looking at the 

expulsion, and they believe that European institutions should be created to 
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guarantee the proper commemoration the Vertreibung as a European trag-

edy and to teach Europeans about it as much as about the Holocaust. 

These attempts to “correct” the common understanding of European 

history by declaring that Europe was on a “wrong” path throughout the 

20th century—on the path of “European deviation”—have not yet been 

successful anywhere outside Germany. In the European Union, politicians 

have not paid any attention to the topic of the Vertreibung, there are few 

historians working in this field, and the public has not shown much inter-

est. In 2002, the European Parliament rejected German demands concern-

ing the “Beneš Decrees,” that is the attempt to reverse the Czechoslovak 

legal provision on the basis of which German nationals lost Czechoslovak 

citizenship and their property in 1945. In 2005 the German-initiated 

“European Network for Studying and Commemorating the Vertreibung” 

was founded in Warsaw, but apart from Poland, Hungary and Slovakia, no 

other country has joined. All this might be taken to suggest that the new 

trend in Germany should not have provoked serious controversy, as it 

does not seem likely to become popular anywhere outside Germany. 

What kind of controversies has the “new” interpretation of the past 

caused, and why? None of the critics of the “new” trend in remembering 

the expulsion deny that many German civilians suffered greatly during 

and after World War II, and no one has denied the right of Germany to 

commemorate the victims and the sufferings of millions of its citizens. 

The controversies concern the ways in which the Vertreibung is being 

historically conceptualized. When we try to assess the major issues at 

stake, we find two positions: 

1. The representatives of the “new” interpretations use the term ethnic 

cleansing and believe that the expulsion of Germans was motivated 

by an idea which was generally accepted in Europe from the 19th 

century onwards and which maintained that modern national states 

should be ethnically homogenous. They argue that this was the rea-

son why Armenians were mistreated in the Ottoman Empire during 

World War I, or why the 1923 Convention of Lausanne authorized 

the exchange of populations between Turkey and Greece. They con-

tend that the Nazi regime discriminated against and killed the Jews 

for the same reason, and that for the same reason, the Allies in Pots-

dam, in 1945, made the decision to transfer the German populations 

from Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary. The Yugoslavian civil 

war of the 1990s is represented as having been caused by the same 

“mistaken” idea. All these events are labeled with the same term 

“ethnic cleansing,” declared to be crimes against humanity and 
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genocide, and looked upon as major events in European history, 

which should be commemorated in a German national museum la-

beled a “Centre against Expulsions”25 in order to “heal” Europe and 

prevent ethnic cleansing in the future. 

2. The opponents of this concept stress the significance of the histori-

cal context of each of these events. In the case of the Vertreibung, 

they point out the unique nature of World War II as a defensive war 

against the brutal tyranny of the National Socialist regime and the 

Nazi policy of instrumentalizing the German minorities in Poland 

and in Czechoslovakia. Citing diplomatic documents concerning the 

decision-making, they stress that there is nothing to indicate that the 

governments of the United States, Great Britain and the Soviet Un-

ion were concerned about the ethnic homogeneity of modern Euro-

pean states. There is nothing to show that they would have believed 

in or attempted to create a new European state order based on ethnic 

homogeneity, or punished Germany by their decision to move the 

German population from the three named countries. The critics ar-

gue that the Vertreibung was not an example of any kind of “Euro-

pean deviation,” but rather the consequence of Hitler’s expansionis-

tic war as well as an attempt to solve the question of the eastern bor-

der of the modern German national state. They contend that the 

three powers wanted to prevent any repetition of the situation in the 

1930s when Germany destabilized neighboring countries and began 

a war in the name of German minorities in Poland and Czechoslo-

vakia. 

 

Among the general public in Germany, the controversy is perceived as 

a conflict between two popular images. First, the well-known historian 

and protagonist of the “new” interpretation of the expulsion, Götz Aly, 

entitled one of his articles Europas Selbstzerstörung (European self-

destruction).26 He argues that Europe was destroying itself throughout the 

20th century because “ethnic cleansing” had become a fashion and had 

made the 20th century into a “Century of Expulsions”. Therefore, we 

should overcome the popular understanding of National Socialism as an 

exceptional historical phenomenon, and place Nazi crimes, including the 

Holocaust, together with the Vertreibung in the context of general Euro-

pean attempts to achieve the ethnic homogeneity of modern states. Unlike 

Aly, former Minister for Foreign Affairs Joschka Fischer looks upon the 

Vertreibung as the result of the Deutsche Selbstzerstörung (German self-

destruction) under National Socialism. Fischer alludes to the German 



50 PAST IN THE MAKING 

crimes against other Europeans as well as at the crimes committed by the 

Nazi regime against the German population and its culture, and considers 

these to be the cause of the Vertreibung.27 

One could argue that such controversy about the interpretation of an 

event is normal; one might wonder why it raises the issue of historical 

revisionism at all. Is not every historical study a kind of revision and is 

not every interpretation of an historical event controversial? Present de-

velopments in Germany indicate prima facie that the issue at stake is not 

“new” information and a “new” assessment thereof—as indeed many 

authors in Germany stress by arguing that the present writings on the Ver-

treibung are not “new” interpretations based on new discoveries, but by a 

“new” way of understanding and remembering the Vertreibung. No one 

has suggested that the “new” way of looking at the Vertreibung offers new 

insights into past events thanks to historians who have provided us with 

some new factual information and improved our knowledge of the past. 

The major German media agree, and numerous historians have reiterated, 

that it is the way in which this event has been recalled by the German 

public during the last few years that is “new,” and that therefore the topic 

should be awarded a “new” status in the national identity of the German 

people. In this respect, the “new” writings on the expulsion are not a le-

gitimate reexamination of a historical narrative. Why is it that the German 

president and most of the commentators in the media assert at the same 

time that history is not being rewritten in Germany? 

Examining the “new” writings carefully, it becomes obvious that the 

recent interest in the topic of the Vertreibung has not been accompanied 

by an interest in the event itself. Numerous new books on the Vertreibung 

have been published in recent years in Germany, but they are not based on 

new information, on new research into the experience of the expellees, or 

new documents about the decision-making. Moreover, the research con-

ducted in Czech, Polish, and other public archives since the fall of Com-

munism has gone unnoticed, and most recent studies based on newly ac-

cessible archives have not been translated into German. When new infor-

mation appears, it receives little attention in the media. Consequently, no 

new questions have been asked and no contradictions have been resolved. 

As a result, the public are still ignorant even of basic information about 

how many Germans were expelled, by whom, and when.28 One example 

exemplifies the carelessness in dealing with even the most fundamental 

information: at the Berlin commemoration of the 60th anniversary of the 

end of World War II, on 8 May 2005, the head of the German Catholic 

Church, Cardinal Karl Lehmann spoke of five million expellees,29 but 
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when his speech was reproduced in the Sudetendeutsche Zeitung one week 

later, that number was increased to 15 million.30 

In fact, the “new” way of writing about the Vertreibung indicates re-

markable continuities with the traditional ways of interpreting the expulsion 

in the FRG. It is being said today, as it always was before, that the expul-

sions took place beginning in late 1944, but no difference is made between 

those Germans from Eastern Europe who were moved by the Nazi authori-

ties, and those moved by the Allies after the end of the war. Little informa-

tion is available to the public about the differences between the resettle-

ment-practices of the Nazi regime and those of the Allies; consequently, the 

people who were resettled by the Nazi regime between 1939 and 1944 are 

considered Vertriebene (expellees), even though it is not clear who expelled 

them. Neither the numbers of people who were victims of crimes commit-

ted by the Nazi regime, nor of those who became victims of crimes after the 

end of the war has been established. Blurring all these differences leads to 

blurring the differences between the Nazi regime and the policies and prac-

tices of the Allies. This also belongs to the traditional ways of remembering 

the Vertreibung, but today it seems that the issue at stake in the controver-

sies regarding expulsion in Germany is not the expulsion of the Germans 

but rather National Socialism. In discussing expulsion, the German public 

concentrates nowadays more on the interpretations of National Socialism 

than on the Vertreibung itself. The “new” writing on the expulsions repre-

sents a new approach to writing about National Socialism. 

Until recently, the consensus in Germany was to consider the Nazi 

chapter of German history a unique phenomenon. Today, this has 

changed, as we have seen: the protagonists of the “new” interpretation of 

the expulsion stress that the German crimes committed against the Jews 

were unique, but they believe that the Holocaust was just one extreme 

consequence of the general “European deviation,” that is the alleged 

common acceptance in 20th-century Europe of the idea that a modern 

state should be ethnically cleansed in order to become ethnically homoge-

nous. Accordingly, the Nazi form of anti-Semitism is reinterpreted by the 

protagonists of the “new” trend as an ethnically based form of anti-

Semitism, as if Jews in Germany did not belong to German ethnicity. 

“The Expulsion of Jews in Germany from 1933 Onwards: The Start of the 

Holocaust” has become a popular image today, enabling authors to sug-

gest that the Holocaust was a part of “The National Socialists’ Germaniza-

tion Policy.”31 Most politicians and commentators favor this approach 

because, in their eyes, it offers a “European” way of looking at National 

Socialism. And indeed, it does offer a “new” scenario of modern Euro-
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pean history in which National Socialism is not looked upon as a specific 

chapter of German history, but as the “normal” ideology and practice of a 

mistaken development in Europe. 

With the Nazi regime interpreted as a part of “normal” European prac-

tice and the Holocaust as a brutal variation of “accepted” European crimi-

nal practices, the expulsions represent a consequence of the same ideas 

and practice as the Holocaust. Thus the similarities between the expul-

sions and the Holocaust have become the central theme of the “new” writ-

ing about the expulsions. As a result, a new term has emerged among 

critics of this development, “The Holocaustizing of the Transfer-

Discourse.”32 Andreas F. Kelletat reminded his readers of a line from the 

British Daily Telegraph: “Germany breaks the Hitler taboo,” and ex-

plained to what extent this observation had been justified. His essay is a 

most informative survey of German public imagery from the point of view 

of an author who would agree with Noam Chomsky about the unique na-

ture of the Nazi crimes, but whose understanding of the Vertreibung cer-

tainly does not represent the common view in contemporary Germany. 

From this perspective, it is hardly surprising that the planned national 

memorial in Berlin exhibits aspects of the Holocaust Memorials in Yad 

Vashem and in Washington, as if Germany was determined to challenge 

the traditional understanding of the Holocaust as a unique atrocity against 

innocent people. Similarly, the “Expulsion of the Sudeten Germans” was 

commemorated in 2006 with the slogan Vertreibung ist Völkermord (Ex-

pulsion is Genocide).33 In addition, historians such as Götz Aly call for a 

“new” historiography which combines the study of the Vertreibung and 

the Holocaust34 as if they were offering academic legitimization for the 

“new” trend. 
 

*** 
 

This new development is not based on new information and new ideas. In 

fact, the notion that the Holocaust and the Vertreibung are similar crimes 

goes back to the postwar era. Alfred Rosenberg, the famous administrator 

of the German-occupied territories in Eastern Europe, became the first 

author to propose this connection. In his memoirs, written in the prison of 

Nürnberg before his execution in 1946, he argued that the criminal acts 

committed by the Germans against the Jews should be balanced by the 

crimes of Vertreibung committed by the Allies.35 In 1950 Eugen Lemberg, 

another well-known German expert in interpreting the Vertreibung, wrote 

in a similar vein: “What the Germans did to the Jews, the Poles and the 

Czechs did to Germans.”36 The pre-1945 Nazi historian Gotthold Rhode 
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also proposed the idea that both the Nazi crimes and the Vertreibung 

should be viewed in the context of so-called “group migration” in Eastern 

Europe. His book Völker auf dem Wege (Nations Underway)37 became 

popular in Germany in the early 1990s, and was used uncritically by Götz 

Aly, who recommended Rhode’s book to the public for further reading in 

1993.38 In turn, Götz Aly’s work has been used uncritically by many other 

historians, not only in Germany, but world-wide. In fact, one of the 

world’s best known protagonists of the “new” way of remembering the 

Vertreibung has been the US historian, Norman M. Naimark. His much-

translated book Fires of Hatred: Ethnic Cleansing in Twentieth-Century 

Europe,39 played a crucial role in internationalizing the postwar German 

concept of “The Holocaustizing of the Transfer-Discourse.” Naimark 

based his book on German publications, and moreover, he revived the 

traditional forms of German anti-Slavism with his essay “Die Killing 

Fields des Ostens” (The Killing Fields of the East).40 In this essay he ar-

gues that the traditional history of World War II in Eastern Europe should 

be rewritten using images of a kind of international killing in Eastern 

Europe, in which the Nazi crimes are to be represented as just one kind of 

“killing” among many others since all East European nations were killing 

each other41; similarly, Götz Aly proposed that the Holocaust should be 

studied in the context of “European nationality wars.”42 

These observations indicate that the concept of Vertreibung as “ethnic 

cleansing” is based on ideas already popular half a century ago in post-

war Germany. But these ideas have not been a popular way of remember-

ing National Socialism and World War II until recently, and Götz Aly 

himself mentions that “European nations and historians have little will-

ingness to discuss these matters.”43 Nevertheless, this perception has not 

inspired him to reexamine the reasons for it or the arguments of his critics; 

instead, Götz Aly believes that his efforts will need more “relaxation and 

exercise in the whole of Europe.”44 This attitude indicates that Aly is at-

tempting to replace concepts rather than to become involved in the discus-

sion of existing questions. To a reader well-acquainted with the historiog-

raphy of the Vertreibung in Germany, the seemingly “new” development 

indicates cultural continuities with the postwar era, but at the same time 

also an attempt to replace the sofar common consensus concerning the 

interpretation of National Socialism by promoting one of the postwar con-

cepts which have been marginalized until now. In this light, the “new” 

discourse on the Vertreibung and the Holocaust could be looked upon 

merely as an internal shift of balance within the history of German collec-

tive memory. Why then, should we use the term “revisionism”? 
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The use of the term historical revisionism to describe this “new” fashion 

is appropriate for the following reason. The “new” fashion is new because 

of its implications for the remembrance of National Socialism. Until now, 

the mainstream discourse in Germany has been based on the understanding 

of German responsibility for the Nazi regime. National Socialism has been 

considered a specific phenomenon of German history, so that a narrative 

which situates the Vertreibung as well as National Socialism in the context 

of so called “European historical deviation” tends to cut off National Social-

ism from its roots in Germany. The construction of the “new” narrative of 

European history in the “new” discourse on transfer suggests that the Nazi 

regime and the Allies are responsible for the same kind of crimes. Placing 

the names “Hitler, Stalin, Beneš and Churchill” next to each other and ac-

cusing them all of “ethnic cleansing” as a crime against humanity indicates 

that the knowledge of the history of World War II and the ability to under-

stand the differences between democracies, the Nazi regime and Commu-

nism is still not common even among well-known German historians—such 

as for example Hans Lemberg, who wrote in 2001: 
 
The lack of understanding, indeed, the repugnance, the horror are not just directed 
against the many individual perpetrators, but also against those who set the population 
transfer—what a cold bureaucratic term for such a brutal action—in motion, whether 
their names were Hitler or Stalin, Beneš or Churchill.45 
 
This emotional way of writing about the Vertreibung and lack of un-

derstanding about the historical differences between major political fig-

ures in 20th-century European history is not new in the German discourse 

on the Vertreibung, yet it is a new phenomenon in that it has been ac-

cepted by the general public in Germany and is about to become a part of 

German national identity. 

If the term historical revisionism is understood as a stigmatized term, 

and used as a description of suspect historical works dealing with the 

Holocaust and the Third Reich, then the “new” writing on the Vertreibung 

surely does constitute a part of this kind of historical revisionism. It does 

not deny the Holocaust or make any direct attempt to use neo-Nazi images 

of the Third Reich, calling for a rehabilitation of that regime. This would 

be a false understanding of the problem raised by the “new” trends in the 

transfer discourse. The protagonists of the new trend are more outspoken 

about distancing themselves from the Nazi regime than their predecessors, 

and they emphasize the uniqueness of the Holocaust. However, by arguing 

that the Allies committed similar crimes based on the same idea, by pre-

senting Nazism as a normal phenomenon within European history, and by 
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claiming the innocence of the victims of the Vertreibung as they do, the 

protagonists of the “new” historiography are achieving the same goals as 

the classic narratives for which the neo-Nazi revisionists strive: a rewrit-

ing of twentieth-century European history as most Europeans have under-

stood it from World War II to the present. 

To sum up, we can conclude that the recent debates about the expul-

sions in Germany are not merely academic debates intended to improve 

our knowledge of the past. These politicized debates about a major com-

ponent of the national identity of one of the largest and most powerful 

European nations have implications that will be felt in the future far be-

yond Germany. It is impossible to overestimate the significance of the 

question: To which images of World War II and its aftermath—that is, of 

the Nazi regime and the Vertreibung—does the German state subscribe? 

Thus the current debates about the Vertreibung are also debates about the 

future ways of remembering National Socialism with all its implications 

for the history of all European nations, and for our understanding of Euro-

pean history in general. The words Nazism, Fascism or Munich 1938 are 

used all over the world as important terms of reference in political dis-

putes, while names like Winston Churchill or Adolf Hitler are significant 

pillars of moral orientation. It is therefore a matter of major importance 

whether we agree or disagree with the assessment of Noam Chomsky: that 

the Holocaust was the most extreme atrocity in human history and that we 

lose our humanity if we are willing to enter the arena of debate with those 

who seek to deny or underplay Nazi crimes. No one in present-day Ger-

many denies the Nazi crimes, but the issue at stake concerns the problem 

of “underplaying” them, by linking the images of the Holocaust and the 

Vertreibung as two kinds of “ethnic cleansing.” Current developments in 

Germany indicate that the “new” ways of remembering the Vertreibung 

are in fact a return to postwar images based on the equation “what the 

Germans did to the Jews, the Poles and the Czechs did to Germans.”46 The 

concept of “ethnic cleansing” has provided an only seemingly new 

framework. This might be the reason why it has won such popularity 

within a short period of time in Germany and why some foreign scholars 

have taken it up too, while at the same time it has not been able to find 

wider acceptance outside Europe. In view of this development, Noam 

Chomsky’s warning should be subjected to careful rethinking. A debate 

with those who seek to underplay Nazi crimes seems inevitable. It is also 

desirable, if we want to preserve our humanity and our orientation in the 

European history of the 20th century. 
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INTRODUCTION: THE RISE OF ANTI-FASCIST SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS 

IN THE GDR AFTER 1949 

 

After the end of World War II the Allies and the Germans themselves had 

to solve the questions of how to safeguard freedom and democracy, and 

how to deal with the heritage and moral burden of National Socialism, the 

Holocaust, and an unbelievable scale of devastation throughout Europe. 

While the Western parts of Germany soon found encouraging support in 

their Western Allies, the Soviet occupied zone (SBZ) was in a much worse 

situation. The onset of the Cold War finally led to the foundation of two 

German states, based on very different political conceptions and on mu-

tual aversion. Such foundations are usually accompanied by myths, used 

by political communities for the sake of self-presentation and for integra-

tion, both elements of national identity. The contents of political myths in 

modern history usually show very different patterns—between fairy tales 

and real events in history, which are interpreted in a mythical way. The 

main difference, however, between political myths and professional histo-

riography is that myths often focus not on the events themselves but on 

their results and meaning in the (self-)perception of a country. Moreover, 

every myth presents itself as an authoritative, factual account. In contrast, 

historiography must always attempt to render its narratives plausible. 

This paper aims to outline two aspects: 1. the main stages in the rise 

and decline of the anti-fascist myth in the GDR; and 2. the social and 

mental consequences of confronting GDR citizens with Nazi inclinations 

after 1989—something which had not been allowed for decades. All of 

this is, of course, deeply embedded in the process of transformation which 

the communist states in Central and Eastern Europe have gone through 

since then and which was accompanied by historically shaped conflicts on 

almost all levels of social, economic and political life. However, the case 

of the GDR is a peculiar one, predominantly with regard to two aspects: 
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1. In contrast to other countries of Eastern Central Europe, the GDR as 

an independent state ceased to exist with German unification in 

1990. Dealing with the time period from this point on we have to 

speak of “the former GDR” or of “the five new federal states” (die 

fünf neuen Bundesländer) or simply of East Germany. This is not 

only a simple façon de parler but gives a double perspective on the 

topic (a German and an East German one)—a different perspective 

from those of countries that continued their existence, although un-

der new political circumstances.1 

2. The example of historical revision (and I do not speak of “revision-

ism” now) directly concerns the role of Germany and the Germans 

during World War II. The GDR as a member of the Soviet Bloc al-

ways played a unique role, and not only because of its geographic 

and strategic location, or because of the unsolved German question. 

In 1949, the construction of an anti-fascist state on German soil, 

which presented itself as a good friend of countries which had been 

victims of German Nazism only a few years before, was for many 

people very far from convincing. Reading the relevant archival ma-

terials, one can see to what extent the so-called “eternal brother-

hood” between, for instance, the GDR and Poland, was simply a 

hoax, and how unfriendly the countries remained to each other until 

the end in 1989.2 

 

The basis for German anti-Fascism was the Comintern’s definition of 

Fascism in 1935, which went far beyond the classical characterization of 

Italy and Nazi Germany as fascist states, and made it possible to stigma-

tize almost any non-communist political orientation as “fascist.” On this 

very meager theoretical basis Fascism, as the most radical form of imperi-

alistic monopoly capitalism, was—for the regime of the GDR, too—not 

specifically a German phenomenon, but only one stage, albeit a terrible 

one, in the march of history towards Communism. National Socialism was 

therefore not typically German, but had at least a European dimension. 

Fascism in Germany admittedly had been more brutal and aggressive than 

in Spain and Italy, but only due to the fact that the class struggle between 

the bourgeoisie and the proletariat had already achieved a higher level in 

Germany. In fact, after 1945, for many Germans, who had more or less 

passively benefited from the Nazi regime or at least definitely did not 

belong to its victims, this was not an unwelcome interpretation of their 

own role; it released them from responsibility for the period after 1933.3 

In this way, the Nazis almost immediately and entirely disappeared right 
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after the war—first in the Soviet occupied zone and after 1949 in the 

GDR—and were to be found (according to the propaganda) only in the 

Federal Republic of Germany, where they often continued their careers 

without any regard to their “brown” past.4 

Moreover, the Soviet occupied zone of Germany, as the puppet gov-

ernment itself put it, went through a so-called “anti-fascist democratic 

revolution” (antifaschistisch-demokratische Umwälzung5), which implied 

that full de-Nazification and democratization became realities only in the 

Soviet-controlled territories of Germany. In that respect, the end of the 

war was a sort of double disruption: a disruption in time, which drew an 

allegedly sharp line between National Socialism and the “purified” GDR; 

and a geographical one, which broadened the gap between the GDR and 

“fascist” West Germany and strengthened the former’s self image as a 

democratic, anti-fascist, and therefore anti-imperialist state.6 From this 

double break, which functioned as a combination of conspiracy threat and 

denial of guilt, the GDR gained a high degree of political legitimacy 

which lasted throughout its existence up to 1989, especially among the 

intelligentsia, although the GDR’s search for its own national identity 

failed.7 The myth of being anti-fascist, by defining Fascism, absolving the 

masses and identifying the new-old enemy in the West, convinced many 

people (and the regime itself) that the GDR and its population belonged to 

the victims of Fascism and at the same time to the winning side in history, 

but definitely not to the perpetrators of Nazi crimes or the losers of 20th-

century history.8 When the public discourse about Nazi victims was politi-

cized, conflicts soon arose between the regime and the victims’ organiza-

tions, which were forced to dissolve or to adapt themselves to the official 

interpretation of Nazism.9 

This political strategy received backing from such prominent writers as 

Anna Seghers or the Buchenwald survivor Bruno Apitz, who cultivated 

the picture of a significant German communist resistance movement 

against National Socialism. No other state in Eastern Central Europe, 

then, drew so much legitimization from its foundation myths as the GDR 

did, and in no other state was the political legitimacy and the survival of 

the regime so dependent on them.10 The case of postwar Austria, however, 

bears a certain potential for comparison, because the principle of white-

washing one’s own history by “outsourcing the evil” (“Austria—the first 

victim of National Socialism”) seems to be quite similar to those behind 

the processes in the SBZ and the early GDR.11 
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THE DECLINE OF THE ANTI-FASCIST MYTH 

 

In the 1970s and 1980s, the population of the German Democratic Repub-

lic was kept well-informed about life and reality in Western Europe—by 

West German television. For the regime in East Berlin this was a struc-

tural threat that needed to be overcome, because the Western way of life, 

broadcast to almost every household, pitilessly exposed the growing gap 

between socialist theory and real life in the GDR and paved the way for 

the opposition movement of the 1980s. 

The process of the decline of the anti-fascist myth, then, did not begin 

at the end of the 1980s, but much earlier.12 There are good arguments, for 

instance, to support the interpretation of the erection of the so-called “anti-

fascist security wall” (antifaschistischer Schutzwall) in August 1961, and 

the preceding flight of tens of thousands of skilled workers across the 

green border of Berlin, as proof of the weakness of the myth itself. The 

inevitable ruin of its legitimizing capability, however, was linked to the 

rise of activities which could properly be termed “opposition,” at least 

from the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s onwards. This 

inevitable process of delegitimization depended also on the generational 

change in the 1970s and the appearance of a political elite with no per-

sonal experience of war or Nazism. 

Nevertheless, the myth of the GDR’s anti-fascist foundation in October 

1949 was not easily overcome even after 1989. Undoubtedly, the very 

specific perception of the German Nazi rule was at that time deeply rooted 

in the GDR’s self-definition (and partly self-deception) and therefore still 

played a decisive role in the legitimization of the regime and its adherents, 

but most probably also for the vast majority of the East Germans, who had 

long ago adopted anti-Fascism as part of their East German national iden-

tity. Therefore, anti-Fascism as part of one’s self-definition does not auto-

matically testify to lively support of the regime. The depth and thorough-

ness of the ideological breakdown of 1989 may be illustrated by a passage 

taken from Jana Hensel’s extraordinarily successful essay (13 editions in 

the first two years) about the “Children of the Zone” (which means the 

GDR): 

 
There is only one item that we did not discuss before or after the fall of the Berlin 

Wall: during the history lessons of our youth, we were all anti-fascists. Our grandpar-

ents, parents, and neighbors—everybody was anti-fascist … The brochures of the pio-

neer movement were full of stories about the life of Ernst Thälmann, called Teddy, and 

of other workers’ activists. Whenever I thought about the Second World War, we were 

all somehow members of the White Rose or used to meet clandestinely in the court-
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yard and cellars to organize resistance and to print flyers. The war did not take place in 

our country. The world around me had begun in 1945, previously, however, nothing 

worth mentioning had happened.  

… 

Then, I became aware that we had never talked about those things. We did not 

know what our grandparents had done, whether they had been collaborators or in the 

resistance movement. We were born as a contemporary generation into a country of the 

past, which had extinguished questions and awful histories.13 

 

Besides Hensel, who was born in Leipzig in 1976, several other au-

thors have published books dealing with the psychological situation in 

which the Germans of the former GDR found themselves after 1989.14 

This cognitive distortion in thinking about National Socialism did not 

vanish automatically but turned out to be a long-term issue, which makes 

the topic relevant not only for historians, but for sociologists and teachers 

as well. 

 

 

NEO-FASCISM AND ANTI-SEMITISM IN THE FORMER GDR AND 

IN UNITED GERMANY AFTER 1989 

 

In fact, Fascism in Germany is by no means extinct; on the contrary it 

gained strength and spread wider after 1989 as neo-Fascism and anti-

Semitism, especially in the territory of the former GDR. Discussing neo-

Fascism in united Germany, I would like to raise the issue of possible 

links between the destruction of the myth on the one hand and the anti-

democratic and anti-Semitic tendencies among the younger generation in 

the “five new states” in recent years on the other hand. Does historical 

revision—even if it is done by professional historians and based on meth-

odological standards—commonly tend to be misused for more radical and 

far-right propaganda and ideology? Alternatively, is this phenomenon a 

peculiar heritage of the GDR’s specific and one-sided way of dealing with 

history? Describing the myth as a historical phenomenon is one thing; the 

long-term consequences for the whole of German society and especially 

for the Eastern territories are another far more complicated issue. 

It is striking in this context, that the word “revisionist,” used in con-

nection with history, has a very specific meaning in German. In scholarly 

historiography, revision carries the neutral meaning of disproving false 

theses, theories, and interpretations. Within the German political far right, 

however, the notion means the justification of National Socialism and its 

crimes and is, therefore, a fundamental part of extremist thinking: the 
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raison d’être, so to speak, of the whole movement. This re-interpretation 

of history is carried out by comparing Nazi crimes with those of other 

regimes (especially those of the Soviet Union under Stalin), by question-

ing German responsibility for the outbreak of World War II and for the 

occupation regimes throughout Europe, and even, last but not least, by the 

wholesale denial of the Holocaust (the “Auschwitz lie”). In addition, ex-

tremist revisionism interprets even reunited Germany not as a legitimate 

state, but as the artificial construction of the Allied forces. Therefore, one 

of the main goals of the German neo-fascist movement is territorial revi-

sionism, which means the renegotiation of the German borders with Po-

land, the Czech Republic, Austria, France and the Russian Federation. 

After 1989, for the first time many East Germans had to face the fact 

that after the war elder Nazis had found their livelihood in the GDR, and 

also that anti-Semitism and neo-Fascism were not foreign to the “first 

socialist state on German soil,” and that not a few of their grandparents 

were less “innocent” than they claimed to have been.15 Moreover, scholar-

ship revealed that parts of the “sacred” socialist myth, which had regularly 

exaggerated the importance of German communist resistance after 1933, 

had to be rewritten and that a number of former Nazi concentration 

camps, geographically situated in the GDR, had served as Soviet detention 

camps after 1945.16 In that respect, in commemorating united Germany’s 

geography there were, and still are, at least two very specific objects that 

held a double significance for history: Buchenwald17 and Sachsenhausen, 

both former Nazi concentration camps and both Soviet special camps for 

higher and lower-ranking Nazis as well as for members of the anti-

communist opposition between 1945 and 1950. A whole historiography (at 

least as far as it dealt with the 20th century), then, was almost entirely 

discredited after 1989—except for source publications and works often 

written by historians who already found themselves on the margins of 

official political approval. After 1989, critical evaluations of Party-

controlled historiography were most often negative. At present, the com-

munist or socialist way of explaining National Socialism has definitely no 

lobby, and there is no prospect of this changing.18 

As in other countries of Eastern Central Europe, German scholarly and 

public revisionism since 1989 means to do far more than merely fill the 

gaps left by earlier official propaganda and historiography. Maybe the 

most serious “collateral damage” of the years following 1989 was the 

Germans’ growing interest in their own contemporary history and identity, 

expressed in the widely accepted slogan: “What was not communist, Sta-

linist, or Soviet, cannot be so evil—not even National Socialism.” The 
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flight and expulsion of the Germans from the East during the last months 

of the war and the first postwar years stand now in the center of the Ger-

mans’ interest in history. Günter Grass’ novel Im Krebsgang (2002) in 

particular led to an unholy debate on whether guilt and suffering can be 

compared or even equated.19 The belief that the Nazis had committed 

crimes on an incredible scale could be queried, especially in East Ger-

many, as part of former communist propaganda, and thus hugely exagger-

ated or even untrue. If socialism and anti-Fascism were identical, then 

Fascism was automatically equal to criticism of socialism, which was 

blamed for all the problems of everyday life.20 Sociologists may wonder 

to what extent teachers of history, freshly and hastily imported from the 

West, played their part in the failure of historical “reorientation” after 

1989. The sharp and immediate caesura was regarded by many pupils as a 

deliberate paradigm shift on the whole issue. History as a topic was, then, 

part of the same “game” in life, in which the East Germans felt themselves 

once again subject to the “supervision” and propaganda of the historical 

winner. Having learnt a pragmatic approach to everyday life before 1989, 

many Germans retained it afterwards, regarding every political narrative, 

including historical narrative, as highly relative or even irrelevant. This 

approach became (and most probably remains) a good basis for the spread 

of right-wing and extremist ideas, especially among the disillusioned 

younger generation. 

On the other hand, since 1989, the anti-fascist ideal has often been up-

held by those who had been higher officials or politicians in the former 

GDR. This is why the problem of growing neo-Fascism did not seem to be 

so acute during the 1990s, because former party officials in power in the 

political structures of the Eastern states held on to their ideals and often 

ignored or downplayed warnings that harm could still be expected from 

the Nazi past. Moreover, with the growing temporal distance from 1989 

many East Germans developed a certain nostalgic sentiment for the “good 

old socialist days” (“Eastalgia,” in German “Ostalgie”), mainly based 

upon economic terms (e. g., specific foodstuffs and other products “Made 

in the GDR”) and the conviction that the “real GDR” would definitely not 

return. With regard to these advocates of previous times (of course, not all 

“ostalgics” are adherents of the old regime), one may say that anti-

Fascism now serves as a sort of exculpation strategy. Ostensibly, they 

agreed to serve the totalitarian regime in order to avoid something worse. 

Among their supporters there were also Western left-wing intellectuals 

who were upset by the loss of what they had had by promoting the posi-

tive aspects of the GDR in the West. Many writers and artists from the 
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GDR, too, now argue that their support and sympathy for the Eastern 

“democratic Germany” was part of their anti-fascist heritage, which had 

been summed up immediately after the War in the slogan: “Never again!” 

There is no reason to doubt that many Germans honestly tried to draw 

consequences from the past. However, the associations of Nazi victims in 

West Germany never gained a political voice but were mostly ignored, 

especially in the strictly conservative 1950s. It was the expellees who 

succeeded in promoting themselves at all levels of political representation. 

However, the great self-deception of the left in West Germany after the 

1960s was that common anti-Fascism paved the way for sympathy for the 

GDR, or rather for a utopian picture of the GDR, which all too often had 

little in common with reality and underestimated the totalitarian character 

of the regime. Moreover, this seriously disturbed the activities organized 

by several groups of Nazi victims, who have been very often perceived as 

leftist or pro-communist. 

One may argue, therefore, that the ideologically distorted way of talk-

ing and thinking about National Socialism in the GDR later hampered 

democratic traditions from taking root and flourishing among the right-

wing subgroups of the East German population and thus prevented the 

consolidation of social stability throughout the country. For many politi-

cians and for scholars of politics, too, the starting point of the fight against 

neo-Nazism is therefore the popular, but scarcely proven hypothesis, that 

it might be sufficient to tell the people the whole truth about Nazi crimes 

to turn them into convinced democrats and to condemn the right-wing 

parties to total insignificance. The thesis of a strong link between knowl-

edge of the past and democracy is, of course, not intended to serve as a 

monocausal explanation for all the misfortunes of the East after the fall of 

the Berlin Wall. Nevertheless, the extreme right and neo-fascist movement 

undoubtedly gained strength because at least part of the population did not 

benefit economically from the unification process. The political parties 

from the West, hastily imported into the five new states, as well as the 

post-SED party named the Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS) did not 

provide proper answers to the uncertainties and conflicts after 1990. Many 

people then voted for the extreme right because everything that was not 

communist seemed to be a real alternative or, at least, offered an opportu-

nity for protest. 

It is undoubtedly very difficult to find empirically reliable proof of a 

link between social shortcomings, political orientations, and the need for 

simple historical narratives and idols. However, it can hardly be denied 

that such a link exists. The figures about the extremist evolution in East 
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Germany are far from ambiguous.21 Since the second half of the 1990s, 

the center of the German neo-fascist movement has been located in East 

Germany, with a widening organizational structure and with ever-

improving results in local and federal elections. Since then, the East Ger-

mans have been far more prone to vote for extremist parties than their 

Western co-nationals. Or to put it another way, the openly declared sym-

pathy of the neo-fascists for the Nazi movement no longer scares people 

away from voting for such a party but has sometimes even become an 

additional reason. 

All the transition problems mentioned turned out to be a “brown curse” 

in the new states. I would like to give only three examples: 

1. Just before the inauguration of the FIFA World Cup in Germany in 

2006, the former speaker of the German government, Uwe-Karsten 

Heye, published an announcement in which he advised foreign trav-

elers not to enter so-called no-go areas in the states, for instance, of 

Brandenburg and Saxony in order to avoid being attacked or even 

killed. Although Heye’s announcement was criticized by politicians 

as an exaggeration, he was only revealing an open secret, and it is 

no accident that similar warnings can already be found in American 

tourist guides.22 

2. In Mecklenburg–West Pomerania (Mecklenburg-Vorpommern) in 

the local elections of 17 September 2006, the far-right National De-

mocratic Party (NPD) won 7.3 percent and six seats in the local 

Schwerin parliament. In some districts, more than 10 or even 15 

percent of the electorate voted for the NPD, which turned out to be a 

magnet for protest votes (it is also true that in the parliament of 

Saxony the NPD deputies turned out to be totally incompetent and 

prone to every sort of scandal).23 

3. In the first eight months of 2006 the number of crimes (often involv-

ing violence) committed by neo-Nazis in Germany increased dra-

matically by more than 20 percent in comparison with 2005, reach-

ing nearly 8,000 cases altogether. From 2004 to 2005 the number of 

neo-fascist crimes increased from 12,000 to almost 16,000, of which 

958 cases (a rise of almost 25 percent) led to (sometimes severe) in-

juries.24 Xenophobic, anti-Semitic and neo-fascist attacks have 

reached an openness and level of aggression which remind the 

president of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, Charlotte 

Knobloch, of the situation after 1933. Knobloch recently warned 

that these tendencies should be seen not as “regrettable single 

cases,” but as a very frightening phenomenon.25 True, in 2007 Ger-
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many has spent 24 million euros on educational programs against 

neo-Fascism. However, one may wonder whether the successful de-

feat of neo-Nazism depends only on how much money the state 

pumps into such programs. 

 

Analysts wonder whether the NPD has won most of its votes through 

its policy of historical purification, directed not only against the heritage 

of the GDR, but also against the anti-fascist consensus in the Federal Re-

public of Germany. Provocations such as open admiration for Adolf Hitler, 

his deputy Rudolf Hess, and other Nazi villains do not detract from, but, 

on the contrary, only add to the popularity of the NPD. There is most 

probably no other issue where the German tradition of acknowledging 

guilt and political and ethical liability can be hit so directly as by stirring 

up pseudo-historical discussions (for example the question of whether the 

Allied bombing of the city of Dresden in February 1945 can be called a 

“Bombing Holocaust” because of its lack of military necessity). 

In targeting the political establishment, the neo-fascist groups are also 

targeting its historical conventions. If the establishment is unable to pro-

vide enough work, stability, and social security, its political and historical 

background is not worth mentioning either. For the far-right revisionists, 

history definitely has no meaning for its own sake, but serves only as a 

means for delegitimizing the enemy and winning the support of the dis-

contented. No wonder, then, that all these groups are supported mostly by 

deeply dissatisfied and disorientated people. This tendency has turned into 

a self-fulfilling prophecy. The neo-Nazis frighten tourists as well as inves-

tors from abroad, who spend their money rather in Bavaria, for instance, 

than in Brandenburg or Mecklenburg, whose economies largely depend on 

tourism. The far-right parties’ popularity stems from their simplistic an-

swers to complex questions, and since they are not in power, they can 

promise whatever they want. Unemployment in the East, then, creates a 

new wave of voters for the NPD. To its strength may contribute the fact 

that their strategy for dealing with the Nazi past has more than one paral-

lel with the GDR’s—by blaming only a small group of criminals (capital-

ists after 1945, some Nazi super-villains like Himmler and Goebbels after 

1989)—Himmler might have been a “bad guy,” but in Germany at that 

time there was order and obedience, and Hitler at least initiated the build-

ing of the German autobahns. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

As I have already pointed out, the case of the GDR is only one peculiar 

example of the transformation process which the Central European coun-

tries went through during the 1990s. In addition, anti-Fascism and its 

long-term echoes are only one topic within a whole transformation proc-

ess that permeated and influenced almost every aspect of everyday life in 

the countries of the former Soviet bloc. The basic question is, to what 

extent concerns with the past adds anything to political legitimization and 

in which way revisions of tabooed historical issues affect this legitimiza-

tion. However, this theoretical approach also has its limitations, for it is 

already a subject of lively discussion in Western democracies. How much 

legitimacy is needed for political systems to remain stable? The thesis, 

then, that the GDR’s bankruptcy was closely linked to a total loss of le-

gitimacy, definitely has much plausibility, but the problem of how to ex-

plain a population’s behavior remains. The problem of how to overcome 

the historical myths that lay at the basis of state foundations in Eastern 

Europe after the end of World War II is a common one, not limited to the 

GDR. The fact is that this issue is not only an inspiring source of discus-

sion among historians, but has long-term consequences and repercussions 

for the whole of German society and for that of the rest of Eastern Central 

Europe. 

It is doubtful whether the specific concept of anti-Fascism, as it was 

used and understood in the GDR, can be an area for comparison with 

other countries of the former Soviet bloc, which suffered from Nazi occu-

pation, while the GDR emerged from the “land of the perpetrators.” The 

cleansing function that anti-Fascism had in Germany after the Second 

World War, was in other countries of the former Soviet bloc rather linked, 

if it came up at all, with the issue of collaboration, and therefore played a 

much smaller role than anti-Fascism in the GDR and in the whole of 

Germany. 

Moreover, as we have seen, anti-Fascism was also employed in West 

Germany, both as a founding principle for the state and as a basis for ideo-

logical attacks on the “Nazi-like” totalitarian regime in the GDR. Anti-

Fascism was available for use and misuse in both the FRG and the GDR; 

the difference lay in the way it was defined and also in the fact that in the 

FRG, where freedom of opinion and speech prevailed, the concept of anti-

Fascism was open to change. 

The extraordinarily large number of publications dealing with the his-

tory of the GDR may give the illusion that there is or might be something 
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like a common historical perspective throughout reunited Germany about 

what happened before 1989 and what has happened since; and about the 

long-term heritage of the GDR, and its contribution, for instance, to a 

reunited Germany history. Was it the democratic unification of the two 

parts that had always belonged to each other, or the annexation of the 

weak East by the rich and arrogant West?26 Despite the ever-improving 

factographical basis, the unified if not petrified vision of the past that the 

GDR historians have left us with remains part of today’s discourse. The 

failure to create a single version of Fascism or anti-Fascism leads us to the 

question of the importance of anti-Fascism in post-1989 East Germany—

on a long-term scale as well as in comparison with the whole transforma-

tion process, which contains much more difficult and painful problems to 

be solved. Blaming the former GDR for all the social and political short-

comings that are still apparent, over 15 years after German unification, 

has become an exculpation strategy in politics. One may wonder, then, for 

how long neo-Fascism will continue to be explained by pre-1989 educa-

tion and propaganda. 

Thinking over the history of Nazism (the “Geschichtsaufarbeitung”) in 

Germany had and still has a strong influence on views of history in gen-

eral, although the aftermath of the GDR (for example, the ousting of for-

mer members of the Staatssicherheit), touches more people, and more 

directly, than the aftermath of National Socialism did some decades ago. 

One of the main obstacles to building a new cohesive national identity has 

turned out to be the Holocaust. The former communist regime had severe 

problems, to say the least, in coming to terms with the increasingly central 

position of the Holocaust in the framework of a common European culture 

of commemoration.27 Before 1989, for the East Germans there had actu-

ally not been any Holocaust, because the exterminated European Jews had 

been covered by the term “victims of Fascism.” Now, after the fall of the 

Berlin Wall, the East Germans who were inclined to feel like victims of 

history have found themselves confronted by a competing group that un-

doubtedly went through a much more brutal experience than the Germans 

themselves. What is more, some commentators interpreted the GDR as the 

logical—and therefore justified—result of the Nazi crimes against man-

kind, as if the East Germans had to pay for the entire German nation. In 

that respect, one may argue, it is little wonder that anti-Semitism has 

spread rapidly throughout all sectors of society in the new states. Similar 

reactions, however, can be observed in the states of the “old” Federal Re-

public Germany, so this state of affairs is not entirely characteristic of the 

former GDR. 
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A compromise between independent historiography on the one hand, 

and some kind of enlightening historical education on the other is and will 

remain problematic. Historiography as a human science should always try 

to reduce ideological impetus to a minimum, but it is also clear that his-

tory will remain subject to political interpretation, if not instrumentaliza-

tion. Anti-Fascism in the GDR and its repercussions may serve as a good 

example of how easily historiography can lose its last vestige of objectiv-

ity and become a self-service institution for every sort of political inten-

tion. 
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The complex process of transition from communist dictatorship to democ-

racy in Central and Eastern Europe also involved the transformation of 

historiography which, during the communist dictatorship, served to a large 

extent as a means of legitimization of Communist Party rule. On the basis 

of strict Marxist-Leninist rules, historians were expected to interpret the 

socialist revolution and communist government as the highest and most 

progressive stage of historical development. This kind of historiography 

was to undergo far-reaching changes, from a centrally controlled and 

ideologically driven towards decentralized and pluralist academic dis-

course. Have the historians and academic managers in Czechia and other 

post-communist countries succeeded in this respect? 

Only up to a point, I argue. Generally, the political changes of 1989 

brought about an extraordinary expansion of research areas, especially in 

contemporary history, where a large number of taboos were broken. How-

ever, the introduction of new research topics did not necessarily mean the 

introduction of new problems or the elaboration of new methods. The 

development of Czech and other Central and East European histo-

riographies was significantly determined by the rehabilitation of the na-

tion-state in the political realm and the process of democracy building, 

with the obvious need to legitimize the existence of both. 

The chapter starts by examining the role and achievements of the his-

torical profession vis-à-vis the societal and political ways of dealing 

with the legacy of the communist dictatorship. Further it dwells on how 

this is linked to the redefinition of national identity and the concept of 

national history and how it relates to the internal restructuring and de-

velopment of the historiography of recent history. The concluding sec-

tions turn to the debates around the so-called institutes of national mem-

ory or their possible establishment in East Central Europe. Concentrat-

ing mainly on Czech developments, it attempts to draw a broader picture 
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and base the argument on comparisons with other countries in the re-

gion, primarily Poland. 

 

 

DEMOCRACY BUILDING AND THE LEGACY OF COMMUNISM 

 

Every new political order has to deal with the legacy of the ancien régime, 

since the legitimacy of the new one depends to a great extent on rejecting 

the old one and coming to terms with its legacy.1 The new democracies in 

East Central Europe were surely not an exception. Hence, one of the prin-

cipal questions for the new regimes has become how to deal with the 

communist past. To be sure, we can find the communist past and different 

memories of it playing an active role on all possible levels of political and 

social life, from the most comprehensive level of public political dis-

course down to the subjective level of personal memories. Every post-

communist country in East Central Europe has witnessed spectacular po-

litical campaigns playing on the supposed or real collaboration of promi-

nent public figures with the former communist secret services. More im-

portantly, however, it was a politically generated picture depicting the 

whole postwar period in the black-and-white of totalitarian theory, which 

played a major role, especially during the first years after the fall of com-

munist rule. 

One of the most significant aspects of this kind of legitimization strat-

egy was the relevant legislation, which was often regarded as the main 

tool in the politics of de-communization. In the Czech Republic—which 

in a certain sense took the lead among the former communist countries in 

their efforts to come to terms with the communist past by means of law—

it has taken various forms, beginning with the total rehabilitation of politi-

cal prisoners in 1990, through the 1991 Screening Act (lustrace) barring 

former communist functionaries and secret police agents from holding any 

public office in the new regime, through the 1993 Act on the Lawlessness 

of the Communist regime, to the restitution of private property confiscated 

after the February 1948 communist coup d’etat, and to several legal ar-

rangements concerning the accessibility of archive records from the com-

munist period.2 The “exemplary” Czech case is, however, heavily relativ-

ized by the legal existence and successful political survival of the Com-

munist Party of Bohemia and Moravia, the proud successor of the Com-

munist Party of Czechoslovakia. 

A similar, simultaneous process to that in the political realm was tak-

ing place in the symbolic organization of the public space. Regardless of 
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how closely the ordinary people followed the debates of politicians or 

historians about screening procedures or the crimes of Stalinism, every-

body noticed the obvious change of traditions with the renaming of count-

less streets, parks, squares, and public buildings, as well as the reconstruc-

tion or rebuilding of old statues and monuments.3 

Understandably, the legitimacy of the new democratic order has been 

based on the rejection of the communist past as a whole. This picture—

shared however in its entirety only by few—treats the communist period 

as an integral unit and depicts Communism in a grossly simplified way as 

a historical distortion, an interlude, an aberration from the supposed natu-

ral path of national history, an “Asiatic despotism” imported from the 

“East.” The obvious advantage of this interlude theory is that depicting the 

whole period as the result of foreign interference somehow helps to ex-

culpate both the ordinary citizen and the cultural and political elites from 

their responsibility for the communist dictatorship.4 

Obviously, historians do not usually subscribe to this simplified ver-

sion of history, but if we look closely at the results of recent historical 

research in the Czech Republic we can see how historians have in fact 

unwittingly contributed to this picture. So far, historical research on the 

communist period has been distinguished by a strong preponderance of 

political history with its emphasis on the main political events such as the 

February 1948 communist takeover, the communist reform movement of 

1968, the formation of Charter 77 and democratic dissent, and finally the 

Velvet Revolution in 1989. This kind of historical research includes the 

decision-making of the communist party and analysis of political change; 

research on the apparatus of repression and the terrorist activities of the 

state against its citizens; studies on labor camps, political trials, the func-

tioning of the secret police; the suppression of the resistance movement, 

democratic dissent and so forth.5 

To be sure, these are all indispensable topics if we are to understand 

the nature of the communist dictatorship, and historians were quite right to 

focus on these areas. Moreover, there are still many forms of political and 

social repression still far from being satisfactorily researched and de-

scribed by historians, such as, for instance, the abuse of psychiatry against 

political opponents and lesser-known dissenters during the 1970s and the 

1980s.6 But on the whole the emphasis on these topics makes the overall 

picture of the postwar period rather one-sided, depicting the communist 

dictatorship as a period of constant struggle, repression, and terrorist ac-

tions by the secret police and the arbitrary rule of the Communist Party, 

which invokes the totalitarian paradigms of Orwellian imagination and 
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seemingly leaves no space for collective and individual memories that do 

not coincide with this image. 

Nevertheless, even in the first few years after 1989 the picture of the 

recent past was never as dark as it may seem from the above description, 

and there are many reasons for this. To deal with some of them, I would 

first like to draw the reader’s attention to the internal structure of his-

torical scholarship devoted to the interpretation of the 1968 Prague 

Spring on the one hand, and the methodological innovation on the other 

hand. Second, there is a more general phenomenon that refers to an in-

terplay—if not clash—between scholarly-produced and politically-

supported historical knowledge, with a rich variety of historical memo-

ries reflecting the abundance of political, social and cultural identities in 

the democratizing society. 

 

 

THE ’68 GENERATION: THE RESISTANCE OF MEMORY 

 

There is a peculiar generational constitution among Czech historians, which 

shows itself most clearly in the realm of recent history. To put it simply, 

after 1989 academic work in this field of historical research was con-

ducted mainly by the generation born around 1930, whereas many of the 

younger generation beginning their work in the 1970s and the 1980s left 

academia after 1989. Historians from the youngest generation—born 

around 1970 and completing their education already under the democratic 

regime—have only recently started to publish their first books, leading to 

more frequent clashes of opinion between them and what is now the oldest 

generation of historians. The latter is largely identical with the “Genera-

tion of 1968” or the “Sixty-eighters”: those who were active participants 

in or witnesses of the Prague Spring and who, after its suppression, went 

into exile or took an active part in the democratic opposition movement. 

In most historical writing after 1989 their memory and historical representa-

tion has visibly prevailed, for instance, over the memory of the representa-

tives of the “third resistance movement” (active anti-communists) and the 

victims of the Stalinist purges.7 

Theirs is a specific historical narrative, picturing Czechoslovak Com-

munism as having been established with the help of the Soviets, albeit 

with significant domestic support, at the end of the 1940s; going through 

its first major political upheavals after the death of Stalin in 1953; at-

tempting a peculiar reform in the name of “socialism with a human face” 

during the Prague Spring; and being fully discredited only after the So-
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viet-led military intervention in 1968 and the subsequent establishment of 

the “normalization” regime represented by the Brezhnevite Gustáv Husák 

from 1969 to 1989. The bone of contention is naturally the interpretation 

of the events of 1968. After its suppression, these authors strove to defend 

the Prague Spring both against the official Husákian communist interpre-

tation, which depicted the reform as a counter-revolution supported by the 

imperialist West, and against those who were highly critical of the politi-

cal project of “socialism with a human face” and castigate the exclusivity, 

insufficient democratization, and unrealistic expectations of the Dubček 

leadership. The “Sixty-eighters” usually emphasize the democratic nature 

of the movement and its resemblance to Gorbachev’s later concepts of 

perestroika and glasnost; some of them defend the notion of the “third 

way” between capitalism and socialism. Regardless of political implica-

tions, these historians, former reform communists themselves, neverthe-

less managed to achieve a well-balanced representation of the political 

and social context of the Prague Spring, which hints at the complex dy-

namics of the historical development in 1968.8 

Their own political interests notwithstanding, these witness-historians 

have been at pains to conceptualize the dynamic changes in the commu-

nist politics and to stress the differences between respective periods. Con-

sequently, whereas the political rhetoric and legitimizing strategy of the 

nascent democratic order after 1989 spoke the dichotomous language of 

democracy versus totalitarianism, freedom versus oppression, the histori-

ography strove to produce a more differentiated and nuanced analysis, 

free of direct links to current politics. It matters little to what extent it was 

the ethos of critical historical enquiry and to what extent it was their own 

political identity that made the generation of 1968 reluctant to accept the 

vocabulary of the traditional totalitarian theory that dominated the politi-

cal discourse of the 1990s.9 Hence, while the historiography of contempo-

rary history was contributing to the de-legitimization of the communist 

regime through its overall research agenda, the individual historians’ rhe-

torical stance was opposed to the mainstream historical legitimization 

strategy of the new political regime, which had an impact on the public 

cultural-historical discourse.10 Nonetheless, the Sixty-eighters’ historical 

narrative was hardly able to establish any historical consensus in Czech 

society and lately this interpretative framework has been called into ques-

tion by a number of younger historians. 
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THE HISTORY OF THE NATION AS THE NORM 

 

In recent years, there has been a certain shift towards subtler and less cen-

tralized facets of the recent past as Czech historians offer a gradually in-

creasing number of works devoted to topics other than political history. In 

social history, along with more traditional approaches focusing on major 

institutions or social structures such as, for instance, the churches, new 

works have appeared that try to deal with everyday life, consumer culture, 

social mobility, and migration under state socialism. Similarly, there has 

been a growing interest in the approaches of oral history, gender history, 

or environmental history, written mainly by younger historians, historical 

sociologists, cultural anthropologists and literary historians, usually edu-

cated abroad and inspired by French, German, or American historical 

scholarship and methodological innovations. The contribution these ap-

proaches have made to academia lies in their having helped to create a 

new space, where the prolific dialogue among various historical accounts, 

perspectives, and theoretical positions can take place. The “mastering of” 

or “coming to terms with” the recent past (Vergangenheitsbewältigung) 

which prevailed at the beginning of the transition period might—along 

with the stabilization of the democratic order—allow more space to less 

directive and more conversation-like ways of dealing (Vergangenheitsau-

farbeitung) with this past. 

Yet, so far, as much as the stability of the democratic order in the for-

mer communist countries could be questioned, the methodological and 

theoretical innovations in these countries have come mainly from individ-

ual scholars, and instead of subtle, expert debate we are witnessing a re-

newed tendency to politicize recent history. Theoretically-based, method-

ologically-innovative research is still in a conspicuous minority in most 

fields of historiography and surely marginal in the field of contemporary 

history. Throughout the region there is an obvious shortage of autono-

mous research institutions that would support new methodologies inde-

pendently of the mainstream national research centers, and thus stir up 

methodological discussion and carry out such theoretically-based histori-

cal research. “Transnational history” or “the history of concepts” still 

sound to most of Czech historians more like a waste of time than a serious 

historical undertaking. In general, the thematic expansion of Czech his-

torical studies since 1989 has not been accompanied by innovations in 

methodological reasoning; rather, the main driving force has been the 

aspiration to fill in the “blank spaces,” especially in the recent past. This 

approach has strengthened political history at the expense of other fields. 
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Thus, the “liberalization” of historical studies after 1989 brought about the 

restoration of old conceptual models rather than the introduction of new 

ones.11 

There is a clear lack of the kind of self-critical reflection about histori-

ography’s role and entanglement with the former communist state that 

would go beyond bitter ad hominem controversies and lead the way to-

wards badly needed theoretical self-examination of the discipline. Marxist 

historical materialism has been quite thoroughly assessed by medieval and 

early-modern historical research, where the Marxist tradition was under-

stood as a serious partner in the discussion. In contrast, in recent history 

the Marxist tradition has either been totally ignored or one-sidedly dis-

missed as mere “ideology.”12 Owing to the insufficient examination of the 

legacy of Marxism, new theoretical approaches coming from the new 

cultural and social history are often suspected of representing a disguised 

return of Marxism, and, thus a “violation of history.” These works poten-

tially challenging the one-sided picture of the totalitarian past are some-

times charged with whitewashing the communist dictatorship and are thus 

understood as “revisionist” in the negative sense of the term. The belief in 

value-free research and the possibility of separating “lies” from “the truth” 

is constitutive of most Czech historiography, a phenomenon present in 

many other post-communist countries. This has resulted, particularly in 

the case of contemporary history, in descriptive, event-oriented history 

writing, whose explanatory modes are often derived unconsciously from a 

simplified form of the theory of totalitarianism. 

The lack of reflection on historiography’s past has made the continuity 

of certain explanatory models and concepts of thought possible. Adapted 

to the new conditions prevailing after 1989, some interpretative patterns 

beyond the explicitly ideological have proved to be unexpectedly durable. 

In 1988, Eva Hahn pointed out a certain similarity between official Marx-

ist-Leninist and unofficial dissent historiography. Both were indebted to 

the nation-centered narrative, the monistic and teleological notion of his-

tory, and involved an extremely polarized representation of the past.13 

With a tradition reaching back to the 19th-century nationalist movements 

and enhanced by the return of nation-state-centered politics, for many 

fellow historians—consciously or not—the old national history paradigm 

became the only way out of the ideological abyss after the collapse of the 

communist dictatorship. 

The reconstruction of national history and the rehabilitation of partly 

suppressed, partly distorted aspects of national history and traditions were 

urgent tasks in all Central and East European countries after 1989. The dif-
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ficulties of historical scholarship were greatly increased by the complex 

post-communist political-economic reform that in a way subordinated the 

reconstruction of historical cultures to state- and (in some cases) nation-

building processes. The “reconstruction of the national historical sover-

eignty”—to use R. Jaworski’s term—became an obvious priority for histo-

rians in Central and Eastern Europe. Liberation from the Marxist-Leninist 

strait jacket did not lead to a critical assessment of the persistent national 

historical narratives or recognition of an essential diversity of historical 

experiences under the surface of seemingly unified national histories.14 

This trend takes various forms among historians, beginning with a 

concerted effort to cultivate a “national historical consciousness,” promote 

the “positive conception” of national history and solidify national identity 

in the context of European enlargement, and ending with the unconscious 

but no less problematic approach of historical analysis that takes the na-

tion-state, if not the ethno-culturally defined national community, as its 

natural, unquestioned point of departure. 

Few historians of recent history (in the Czech context usually defined 

as the period after 1938) would subscribe to the militant nation-defending 

position, but the second case, the unproblematized acceptance of the na-

tion-centered paradigm of history, is very common among them. An ex-

ample is the lack of supranational perspective in the historical research 

agenda. There are almost no comparative research projects other than the 

numerous bilateral or multilateral conferences where representatives of 

the various countries present their own “national cases.” This is even more 

striking in the history of Czechoslovakia, where Czech historians very 

often put aside the Slovak part of the story with the justification that this 

should be the concern of their Slovak colleagues. Similarly, the Slovak 

experts are engaged with the Slovak part of the Czechoslovak history, and 

as far as the “Czechoslovak” context is concerned they effectively confine 

themselves to references to the Czech historical production. 

 

 

COMPETING NOSTALGIAS 

 

The “absolutist” rule of the national history paradigm is unequivocal. At 

the same time, it coincides with the lively and growing “memorialism” 

of the late 20th and early 21st century, the world-wide “upsurge of 

memory,” as Pierre Nora put it, and the concomitant democratization 

and autonomization of historical memory in modern society during the 

last twenty years.15 



   In Search of “National Memory” 83 

No doubt the democratizing effect of the numerous grass-root initia-

tives striving to give voice to the so-far silent witnesses of historical 

events is visible in Czechia and surrounding countries too, and this is 

true above all in the realm of recent history. The public political and 

cultural discourse reflects a variety of historical memories mirroring the 

relative plurality of political and social identities within Czech society, 

though not all these memories are equally represented. At any rate, the 

immense variety of memories present in society has often not corre-

sponded with clear-cut and often politically driven historical narratives 

during the 1990s.16 

This also constitutes the social background of the phenomenon of Os-

talgia, or nostalgia for the former East, the lost security and seeming sim-

plicity of life under the paternalistic regime of late socialism. The living 

memory of a relatively tranquil and predictable way of life contrasts 

sharply with the sometimes wild capitalist conditions that the neo-liberal 

free-market transformation has created since 1989 and, simultaneously, 

with the dark vision of the totalitarian hell of the Stalinist kind dominant 

in the public cultural discourse. Mere common sense, capacity for realistic 

assessment and agreeable photos in the family albums are enough to real-

ize that life in the former state socialist country was more complex and 

less unpleasant than the imagined evil empire with secret agents hiding 

behind every corner. 

Ostalgia originated in East Germany, the former German Democratic 

Republic, partly as a reaction to the identity crisis of the East German 

population after its unification with the Federal Republic of Germany. As 

a way to articulate the German–German difference it has been substan-

tially enhanced by recent advances in communication technology, espe-

cially the Internet.17 As a phenomenon of the turn of the century with its 

highest peaks represented by the 2002 bestseller Zonenkinder (Children of 

the Zone) by Jana Hensel and the 2003 hit movie Good Bye, Lenin! by 

Wolfgang Becker, the nostalgic view of the late socialist past with its 

ironic twist found plenty of enthusiastic fans in other former communist 

countries. As much as the political roots of Ostalgia are discernable in its 

various representations, however, it could hardly be interpreted as a “last 

stand of GDR (or, in fact, East European) anti-Western resistance,” or a 

yearning for the return of socialism as it really existed.18 Some of its ana-

lysts understand Ostalgia, especially outside the specific German context, 

rather as a manifestation of postmodern cultural mystification and harm-

less counter-culture provocation, even though it generally holds that liter-

ary texts, movies or other works of art as much as sophisticated web-
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museums or nostalgic e-shops could never fully untie themselves from 

political power and its language.19 

From this point of view Ostalgia belongs to “reflective nostalgia,” to 

use Svetlana Boym’s term.20 Wistful, ironic and playful by definition, 

reflective nostalgia does not follow direct political aims, but dwells on the 

ambivalence of human longing and belonging. By opening a multitude of 

historical potentialities it tries to mediate between history and the passage 

of time. Reflective nostalgia in contrast to “restorative nostalgia,” Boym 

claims, does not shy away from the contradictions of modernity but casts 

doubt on the absolute truths of political and ideological programs. So Os-

talgia, far from being a political program in any sense, does not follow a 

single plot and instead explores ways of inhabiting many places at once 

and imagining different time zones; it draws away from clear-cut political 

symbols and deliberately immerses itself in the details and material traces 

of the past. At its best, reflective nostalgia presents an ethical and creative 

challenge to mainstream cultural and/or political discourse. 

The basically understanding, forbearing view of Ostalgia is not, how-

ever, shared by many political activists in the region. Ostalgia’s success-

ful international tour from the ex-GDR throughout East Central Europe, 

encouraged by the widespread revival of late socialist pop-culture kitsch, 

has aroused a counter-movement involving numerous former anti-

communist activists and dissidents, and also many young intellectuals and 

politicians. They feel the need to oppose the “soft” version of the story of 

the communist rule, which stresses the majority’s seemingly unproblem-

atic way of life in the late socialist period and which—from the point of 

view of its critics—in fact covers up the complicity of a significant part of 

the population with the criminal regime. In the Czech case this feeling is 

considerably strengthened by the unprecedented persistence of the unre-

formed Communist Party, which for more than 15 years has won the ma-

jority of protest-votes in every general election. It is not only staunch anti-

communists who are offended by their revisionist panegyrics about the 

beneficial effects of the paternalistic, state socialist welfare state, ignoring 

the political and social repression that took place, and by their direct vocal 

support for various present-day dictators.21 

The political frustration caused by the existence of the political entities 

with more or less confessed roots in the totalitarian party-state leads to 

harsh criticism of the Ostalgia that allegedly obscures the watershed be-

tween then and now, and obliterates the deep moral failings of the former 

communist rule. From this point of view, Ostalgia constitutes an unac-

ceptable form of relativization, no matter whether the motives are political 
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in nature or rather feed on popular retro-fashion and counter-cultural in-

centives.22 

In the last two or three years a new and urgent round of the debate 

about the politics of history has begun in East Central Europe that paral-

lels, not by chance, the growing anti-communist political sentiments. 

Not surprisingly, the legacy of the 1989 Velvet Revolutions has always 

been an apple of discord between various political forces, and the im-

ages of the communist past which are drawn largely from the files of the 

communist secret police, have been a hotly contested issue since the 

reestablishment of democracy in the region.23 After the formation of the 

Polish coalition government lead by Law and Justice in 2005, the politi-

cization of the communist past has reached a new climax. The heated 

Polish controversies about the Third Rzeczpospolita, and the fervent 

rightist criticism of the 1989 round-table compromise between the old 

and new political elites, symbolize the rift in memories of the commu-

nist period and its political explosiveness. 

The contest about the past in Poland is the most distinctive and illustra-

tive in East Central Europe. Owing to the broad social background of the 

Solidarity movement and the role played by the Roman Catholic Church, 

various political formations lay sole claim to the legacy of the Polish anti-

communist resistance. At the core of the discussions that are conducted at 

the intersection of various cultural fields such as historical scholarship, 

political education, the legitimacy of democratic political order, and, last 

but not least, the redefinition of national identity, there is the question of 

how far the state should intervene in the interpretation of history. One 

side, consisting mainly of right-leaning and conservative authors, argues 

that the state has to take the politics of history (polityka historyczna) seri-

ously, and must make an effort to promote a positive historical interpreta-

tion with a clear moral view of the recent past in society. They claim that 

the lack of such a policy after 1989 and the skepticism of the political 

elites of the Third Republic towards collective historical memory and 

national identity effectively jeopardized the project of liberal moderniza-

tion and the legitimacy of the democratic order. In contrast, the other side 

of the debate, composed mainly of historians and left-wing intellectuals 

concentrated around the daily Gazeta Wyborcza, warns against what they 

see as an instrumental understanding of the past, in which history is used 

predominantly as a tool in a collective identity-building project. They 

accuse the promoters of active politics of history of bringing back the 

19th-century nationalist fantasies and criticize the concomitant moraliza-

tion of historical discourse.24 
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Without going into details about the Polish debate, which is analyzed 

in the present volume by Rafał Stobiecki, my intention is to draw attention 

to the nostalgic rhetoric employed by the partisans of active state politics 

of history. They are convinced that both the self-understanding of Poles 

and their image abroad are distorted by the communist propaganda and 

the hitherto negligent political and cultural elites of the Third Republic. 

Consequently, they argue, the national historical heritage should be thor-

oughly reconstructed on the basis of a “true and correct understanding of 

history” and stripped of communist lies. They feel the need to defend the 

Polish romantic tradition, stress the traditional national allegiance to Ro-

man Catholicism and the Church, and to promote the image of Poles as 

European freedom fighters (represented by the Home Army anti-

communist resistance, post-1945 émigrés, democratic dissent, and Soli-

darity) against despotism and totalitarianism of both right and left.25 

These motives and rhetorical figures, as well as the main intention of 

actively cultivating the national memory, testify to a powerful nostalgia 

for the supposed national golden age: a combination of pre-partition Po-

land and the interwar Second Republic. This kind of politics of history 

clearly corresponds to Svetlana Boym’s other category of nostalgia: “re-

storative nostalgia,” which attempts the transhistorical reconstruction of 

the lost home in the name of a return to the origins. In contrast to its re-

flective counterpart, restorative nostalgia regards itself not as nostalgia, 

but as truth and the reconstruction of the true tradition, a way of dealing 

with history that protects absolute truths against supposed misinterpreta-

tions. Weaving together two main strands, the return to origins and con-

spiracy theory, restorative nostalgia treats history as a simple modern 

story of conflict between good and evil, a narrative in which the ambiva-

lence and complexity of history and the specificity of modern circum-

stances are omitted.26 Some of the current Polish supporters of active state 

politics of history are conscious promoters of the interlude theory, which 

treats the communist period as an inorganic, foreign distortion of national 

history, which has to be rectified. 

Such tendencies can be traced not only in Poland, where they are most 

apparent, but all over East Central Europe. The strong politically and cul-

turally motivated anti-communist sentiments, merging with the unre-

flected national history paradigm and the upsurge of memorialism, result 

in the vague notion of national memory with clearly nationalist underpin-

nings, which is becoming an indispensable part of the public political 

discourse in the whole region. This is not to say that the concept of na-

tional memory has only just appeared; it clearly has a pedigree reaching 
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back to the anti-communist dissident movements, where a significant part 

of the opposition regarded the cultivation of national memory as an im-

portant tool in opposing the amnesia of the official communist historical 

master-narrative and the unscrupulous political manipulation with histori-

cal research and education.27 However, with the existence of the so-called 

institutes of national memory in Poland and Slovakia, and the expected 

establishment of a similar institution in the Czech Republic, the concept 

has gained a new dimension. In contrast to the period before 1989 when 

the strongly moralizing concept of “national memory” with distinctively 

conservative features has been raised as a banner in the struggle of the 

“powerless” dissidents against the despotic power, today it becomes a part 

of an organized, state-driven politics of history. 

 

 

NATIONAL MEMORY NEW STYLE 

 

The main aim of the institutes of national memory is to collect and proc-

ess the almost unmanageable quantities of archival material produced by 

the secret police and other repressive institutions of the totalitarian state, 

which in Poland and Slovakia as well as in the Czech draft bill (after 

heated dispute) comprises not only the communist period, but also the 

Second World War. These institutions and their supporters find their 

model in the Gauck-Behörde in Germany, which was established in 1990 

and nicknamed after the first Federal Commissioner for the Records of the 

National Security Service (the German acronym BStU) of the Former 

GDR, the pastor and civil rights activist Joachim Gauck. This specialized 

office organized and processed the records of the Stasi (Staatssicherheits-

dienst), the best-documented communist secret police force in the former 

Eastern bloc. Despite references to the German partner and the claims of 

the adherents of the new institutes that the notion “national memory” in 

the name of the institution is only a catchword with no significant mean-

ing, the very name as well as the time and political context makes them 

quite different from the German model. 

The BStU regards itself as a documentary and archival institution 

whose role is above all the elaboration of the history of the Stasi, the for-

mer communist secret police. As to its social and civic activity, it strives 

to play an important part in general political education, since by showing 

“the structure of dictatorships, how people live under a dictatorship and 

how they might also become perpetrators themselves is of considerable 

importance for the formation of democratic convictions and competen-



88 PAST IN THE MAKING 

cies.”28 The BStU is a governmental office with clear competencies which 

has no intention of adopting the role of historical research institution, still 

less of setting itself any kind of political or identity-building agenda. This 

however is hardly the case with the other East Central European institutes 

of national memory. The mission statement of the Polish Institute of Na-

tional Memory (INM) in particular, as well as the Czech draft bill on such 

an institute, define their mission in terms of remembering—and in Poland 

prosecuting—“crimes against the nation,” communist and Nazi crimes, 

war crimes and crimes against humanity and preserving the “patriotic 

tradition of the fighting against invaders, Nazism, and Communism.”29 

The framing of this specific and, by any standards, necessary historical 

research into the emotionally charged nationalist rhetoric and black-and-

white historical meta-narrative indicates the difference between these 

institutes and the BStU. 

Nevertheless, easy as it might be, it would be quite misleading to dis-

miss the institutes of national memory in East Central Europe as just the 

latest nationalist inventions. Several aspects of the problem need to be 

distinguished in order to understand better both the aims and the impact of 

the institutes in recent political discourse and local historical cultures. 

The goal of the supporters of the INM from the practical point of view 

is to gather, declassify, electronically process, and make accessible the 

archival resources from the archives of the communist or totalitarian re-

pressive apparatus. The Czech supporters of the INM argue correctly that 

access to many of these materials (usually under the control of the key 

ministries) has been very difficult until now, often available only to a 

select few. They claim that the quantity and complexity of the materials 

call for a completely new organizational activity; thus a new institution 

with substantial financial support from the state ought to be established. 

Arguably, the work of the existing research institutions with their very 

limited financial and human resources has so far been very unsatisfactory 

in this respect, especially in the Czech and Slovak cases.30 

There is also a moral and political motive that has been a guiding prin-

ciple for Joachim Gauck and for the founder of the Slovak INM, the for-

mer dissident Ján Langoš. Namely the need to reverse the logic of the 

procedures followed hitherto, which stigmatized the victims of crimes 

against human and civic rights rather than the offenders: the officials of 

the secret police.31 This should be possible only after a thorough elec-

tronic systematization of the files, which would enable partial reconstruc-

tion of the bulk of the files destroyed during the messy times of the blood-

less revolutions in 1989. In the opinion of its supporters, the INM should 
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create a clear statement about the criminal machinery of the communist 

state as well as the individual culprits, which would serve for future gen-

erations as a memento of the dictatorial times. The unbiased handling and 

opening up of the secret police archives is from this point of view under-

stood as an indispensable part in the post-totalitarian democratic devel-

opment, a process functionally resembling the South African Truth and 

Reconciliation Commissions after apartheid.32 In Gauck’s conception the 

effort to remember is a therapeutic endeavor that might lead to collective 

learning and education essential for civic democratic responsibility and 

the sense of society as moral community. Simultaneously, he stressed that 

opening up the files must not mean new anti-communist witch hunts and 

that by recovering individual stories of collaboration, betrayal, complicity 

or resistance, and courage it was not “the justice and the truth” that is 

being established, but merely a bit more justice and a bit more truth with 

regard to the recent past.33 

There is also a social aspect of the whole situation that should not be 

neglected. A new generation of historians and researchers has grown up in 

recent years that has great difficulty finding jobs within the existing insti-

tutions. As is clearly demonstrated by the hundreds of new positions cre-

ated by the INM in Poland for research into recent history, there are far 

more young university graduates than there are research and teaching 

jobs, which creates a natural generational conflict that sometimes takes 

the simplified form of young conservatives rising up against the allegedly 

complicit old (reform) communist academic officials who still hold posi-

tions with extensive decision-making powers. 

And finally, there is a conceptual aspect, which is the main concern of 

this paper and which arouses criticism in the countries of interest. Why 

should the concept of national memory be connected with a basically ar-

chival institution concerned with a very specific, highly problematic, and 

from the general historical point of view only partly relevant source base, 

i.e., materials produced by the communist security services? 

From the most general perspective, the concept of a centrally organized 

and state-sponsored institution bearing this name is highly problematic. 

Liberal political philosophers beginning with John Locke and Immanuel 

Kant were skeptical towards the concept of historical memory. Liberal de-

mocracy is a horizontal political order whose development and stability 

depends on a certain historical amnesia on the level of the polis.34 Historical 

memory relates to identities and thus to basic values and norms. As a 

clearly vertical element historical memory could be represented and sus-

tained in liberal democracy only by groups, political parties or movements, 
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civic initiatives, families or individual citizens, but definitely not by the 

state or the nation as a whole. Thus a state-run institution whose main aim is 

to cultivate a national memory, whatever the source base might be, is a clear 

step towards a state-run cultural policy that potentially threatens to under-

mine the social positions and cultural background of groups and social or 

political strata who have no direct influence on the government. 

This brings us to the other facet of the problem, namely the possible 

abuse of such an institution by the authorities. Despite the arguments of 

INM supporters about the basically research-oriented and archival aims of 

the institution and its political neutrality, the very existence of an institution 

with such financial and human resources (in Poland the INM has 1,400 full-

time employees) necessarily creates the temptation to promote it to the role 

of true arbiter of the historical memory of the nation, and to misuse it for 

political purposes. In the discussions after the establishment of the Law and 

Justice coalition government in 2005, many left-wing and liberal Polish 

intellectuals claimed that this precisely was the case in contemporary Po-

land. The initially mainly research and educational institution with numer-

ous academic credentials (e.g., in the Jedwabne cause) and considerable 

expert research and writing has recently been misused in the cultural strug-

gle on behalf of the conservative national government. Moreover, on the 

basis of a new law made up by young conservative deputies and to the hor-

ror of its many employees, the INM became an examining institution of the 

new round of the lustrations (screening procedures), unprecedented in its 

scale and questionable in its legal status. The vulnerability of such an insti-

tution proves also the case of the Slovak INM. Due to a political deal in the 

government coalition, the post of the director has been engaged by the na-

tionalist, anti-Hungarian Slovak National Party.  The new director became a 

historian Ivan Petranský in his thirties whose previous efforts included a 

partial rehabilitation of the Slovak pro-Nazi war-time state and its President 

Jozef Tiso. His first commission at the INM announced in the second day in 

function is a project of documentation of the persecution and eviction of 

Slovak population by the Hungarian authorities after the so-called First 

Vienna Arbitrage in November 1938. 

In contrast one might mention the Hungarian case, where recent his-

tory is as much a part of the current political struggle and ideological and 

political rhetoric as it is in Poland or the Czech Republic.35 Besides, as the 

unrest in Budapest streets in fall 2006 showed, the political rivalry over 

dominance in historical discourse and patriotic credibility assumes con-

siderable intensity at times. Nevertheless, the Historical Archives of Hun-

garian State Security, with no national memory agenda mentioned in ei-
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ther its name or mission statement, works as an institution entrusted with 

the inspection and mediation of the documents of the communist security 

apparatus. So far, the Historical Archives has served mainly professional 

and legal interests and has not been directly involved in heated cultural-

political clashes. 

Last but not least, there is the connection—deeply suspect from the 

scholarly point of view—of political and cultural anti-Communism, the 

recovered national history paradigm, and the vibrant culture of memoriali-

zation. The Czech draft bill about the Institute of National Memory36 natu-

rally refers to the 1993 Act about the lawlessness of the communist re-

gime that symbolizes the basic legitimating strategy of the nascent Czech 

democracy towards the troublesome communist legacy in the early transi-

tion years. The diction of the draft bill itself, like many of its supporters’ 

public statements, is closely related to the political legitimating discourse 

of the early 1990s. The avowed aim is to found a state institution “aware 

of the need to come to terms (vyrovnat se) with the communist regime” 

that would provide society with an exemplary historical master-narrative 

bearing “the memory of the immense number of victims, losses and inju-

ries that the Czech nation and other nations on the territory of the Czech 

Republic suffered in the period of non-freedom (nesvobody).”37 The 

document promulgating the draft bill, as well as the pronouncements of 

some INM supporters, draw on the dichotomous language typical of the 

simplified theory of totalitarianism and the mythical image of an integral, 

unified nation—the language of moral duty towards national community. 

Theirs are the moral-political concepts of crime, guilt, and suffering and, 

last but not least, the related conviction that it is possible to establish a 

real “historical truth.” Quite significant also is the shift in the notion of 

“coming to terms” with the communist past, where the previous imperfec-

tive “vyrovnávání se” has been replaced by perfective “vyrovnání se” 

which implies the possibility of steering this process towards a final stage, 

i.e., a post-revolutionary purge of the historical and thus also the public 

political discourse of all vestiges of the communist past.38 All this is evi-

dence that the establishment of the Czech Institute of National Memory is 

above all a politically motivated project of specific collective remember-

ing. Contrary to the claims of its supporters in academia, these projects are 

far from promoting the kind of detached, impartial and value-restrained 

historical analysis that strives to reconstruct and understand—though not 

to justify—past events, however disturbing they might be. The politics of 

memory is trying to replace serious historical scholarship, advancing a 

unified interpretation over sound arguments. 
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These initiatives cannot be dismissed as mere political, nationalist un-

dertakings. Above all, it is clear that the memory of the suffering endured 

by numerous citizens and political, religious, and other groups needs to be 

better integrated into the historical picture of the communist period and 

thus become an integral part of political education. However, this cannot 

be done by constructing an official, state-sponsored national memory. 

“Only a pluralist interpretation of history may achieve a shared truth at 

best or reinforce divided memories at worst. History as an ongoing argu-

ment is still preferable to the myth-making of official collective memory.”39 

Unfortunately as the analysis of the diction and conceptual background 

shows the Czech plan to establish a national memory institute, like its Pol-

ish counterpart, is heading precisely in this direction. In a way, it is a part of 

a broader phenomenon of the re-nationalization and legalization of history, 

which is appearing throughout Europe and beyond. As such, it is a small but 

noticeable step towards a society in which the pluralist, open-minded, and 

liberal historical culture formed within polemical academic discourse and 

the variety of historical memories in society might well be replaced by a 

normatively structured, sharp, majoritarian, and moralizing concept of this 

or that version of the so-called national memory. 
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OVERVIEW 

 
Despite the fact that almost 18 years have lapsed since the Changes in 
East Central Europe, several “white spaces” (Jan Křen) in contemporary 
Czech (and Czechoslovak) history are yet to be reassessed objectively by 
historians.2 “Historical revisionism” has in many respects obscured under-
standing of several key events in 20th-century history (most notably con-
cerning ethnic cleansing). However, when considering other significant 
historical periods in Czechoslovak national history specifically—most 
notably the so-called Second Republic and the period immediately prior to 
the communist coup of 1948—the tendency among some historians has 
not been to negate fact but rather to reinforce ideologically-motivated 
narratives (which I refer to here as the “Beneš doctrine”) in an attempt to 
legitimize the moral standards of Czechoslovak political culture.3 Labored 
efforts to overcome the Marxist historiographical heritage by underlining 
the founding myths of Czechoslovak history and defending the political 
traditions of the First Republic, evidenced most notably in the cult-like 
adulation of T.G. Masaryk and Edvard Beneš, has, in some cases, resulted 
in the “periodization” and conceptualization of history into “fascist” (cen-
ter- to extreme-right) and “democratic” (center-left) sub-groups, thereby 
blurring the political motivations of particular individuals or groups, par-
ticularly those belonging to the conservative right wing. Revisiting “his-
torical revisionism”—particularly the Czech brand of which Beneš is such 
an obvious part—need not necessarily lead to more fudging; it should in 
fact help clarify core detail and viewpoints obscured by existing “gray 
spaces.” This chapter discusses three political narratives about Czechoslo-
vak history in relation to Edvard Beneš’s conception of the political tradi-
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tion represented by the Czechoslovak legionaries during the 1920s. It 
begins with an introduction of the case study, General Rudolf Medek, and 
an appraisal of scholarship published since 1989 relating to the Czecho-
slovak political right; followed by a discussion of the institutionalization 
of the Beneš doctrine after the Second World War; and ending with a 
section about the political crisis of the mid-1920s, which is crucial for 
understanding the origins of Edvard Beneš’s conception of “left” and 
“right” in Czechoslovak political ideology. Several legionary groups 
played a critical role in the interwar period in helping to consolidate the 
legitimacy of the political ideology of the Czechoslovak state;4 and there-
fore, it is the contention of this paper that it is necessary to reassess the 
history of Czechoslovak legionary politics during the 1920s, and the role 
played by Edvard Beneš in the legionary sphere, in order to account for 
the multitude of political ideologies and viewpoints in interwar Czecho-
slovakia, particularly on the right of the political spectrum. 

 
 

I. THE HISTORIOGRAPHICAL DEFICITS OF CZECH SCHOLARSHIP 

AFTER 1989: RUDOLF MEDEK AS CASE STUDY 

 

Introducing Rudolf Medek (1890–1940) 
 
Rudolf Medek’s name is inextricably linked with the history of the 
Czechoslovak legions during the First World War. He was a legionary, a 
professional soldier, as well as a legionary poet and impassioned promoter 
of the legionary ideal after 1918. His military career on the Eastern Front, 
first as a volunteer in the Russian Imperial Army and then as a Czecho-
slovak legionary, was highly successful.5 He rose rapidly through the 
ranks; his outstanding record in reconnaissance missions as well as key 
battles involving Czechs and Slovaks on the Eastern Front, for which he 
was decorated on numerous occasions, were matched by an impressive 
political and administrative career as a leading representative of Czecho-
slovak legionaries in Russia. Medek achieved high status within the 
Czechoslovak military leadership in Russia. He was promoted by Milan 
Rastislav Štefánik, the Czechoslovak minister for war, to the position of 
head of (Czechoslovak) military administration in January 1919 following 
Štefánik’s two-month visit to Siberia. After Štefánik’s departure, Medek 
was appointed, along with General Jan Syrový and fellow legionary and 
later Czechoslovak diplomat, Bohdan Pavlů, to a special three-man gov-
erning committee responsible for all matters relating to Czechoslovak 
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soldiers in Russia, which included overseeing major reforms in the Rus-
sian–Czechoslovak branch of the evolving republican Czechoslovak army. 
Just shortly before his departure from Russia in the summer of 1919, 
Medek was honored with the Distinguished Service Order for his contri-
bution to the organization of Czechoslovak forces in the country. Follow-
ing his departure, an article by Jan Syrový (1888–1970) entitled “Rudolf 
Medek” appeared in Československý voják, a journal Medek had founded 
in September 1917. Syrový praised Medek for his journalistic work on the 
Eastern Front and particularly for the patriotic tone of his poetry (captured 
most notably in Medek’s most celebrated poem, “Zborov” written in July 
1917), which had helped consolidate the meaning of the “Czechoslovak 
idea” in the minds of fellow legionaries.6 Medek joined the Czechoslovak 
Ministry of Defense on 8 January 1920, following his return to the new 
Republic, where he worked as the head of a complaints committee and 
oversaw the first critical reforms of the newly evolving Czechoslovak 
army, until he became Director of the Resistance Memorial Institute, 
Památník odboje (after 1929 it was re-named as the Památník osvobození 
or Liberation Memorial Institute), established in May 1920. 

Rudolf Medek is much admired for his popularization of the political 
and social history of the Czechoslovak legions as well as for his portrayal 
of the idea of vlast (homeland) and nationhood more generally. He is 
rather less admired for his politicization of the role of the legions in the 
period during and after the Bolshevik Revolution. The fact that Medek 
envisaged a distinct political role for the legionaries in Russia between 
1918 and 1921, after their return to the Czechoslovak Republic, should 
come as little surprise, and yet the politics of Medek’s nationalist dis-
course remain gravely misunderstood. The fact that Medek attributed a 
civilizing mission to Czechoslovak “freedom fighters” (rank and file le-
gionaries) in order to rid Russia of the degenerate Bolshevik ideology in 
1918, for instance, arises directly from his conception of the Czechoslo-
vak idea not simply as a cipher for the liberation of “Czechoslovak” na-
tional territories, but as a source of political values for the new citizenry of 
a future Czechoslovak state. Medek remained a firm Czechoslovakist 
throughout his life, and he represented a distinct legionary tradition of state 
ideology rooted in “national defense,” “patriotism,” and “male courage.” 
Medek was in many respects a typical product of the Central European 
tradition of littérateur as nation-builder. He was a conservative nationalist 
who stood on the right of Czechoslovak politics. He became associated with 
the National Democratic Party led by the Czech politician Karel Kramář in 
the early 1920s through his friendship with party members including the 
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poets J.S. Machar, Viktor Dyk and party secretary, František Hlaváček. 
Most significant of all, Medek wrote for the journal that became the reposi-
tory of national democratic thinking in the late 1920s, Fronta (The Front) 
established by the journalist and littérateur, Karel Horký. 

Medek’s case provides a unique example of a distinguished serving 
army officer who was also fully engaged in Czechoslovak cultural life 
and, during three key periods (1923–26, 1933–34, and 1938–39), the po-
litical life of the Republic. He was a high-ranking member of a distinct 
interwar elite made up of former Czech and Slovak or Czechoslovak-
Russian legionaries who occupied significant positions at the Ministry of 
Defense, the Castle,7 and in the General Staff of the Czechoslovak Army.8 
Medek’s cult-like status of “legionary Bard” and “leading Czechoslovak 
revolutionary” amongst right-wing legionaries intensified after his crea-
tion of the “Independent Union of Czechoslovak Legionaries” (Nezávislá 
jednota československých legionářů or NJČsL) in December 1925. 
Medek’s “independent union” was a military organization established in 
opposition to the social-democratic and state-sponsored “Union of 
Czechoslovak Legionaries” (Československá obec legionářska or ČsOL).9 

Medek was a polemicist whose writing was both revered and fiercely 
contested.10 As an ardent anti-Bolshevik and anti-German, Medek was 
inevitably shunned by both the Nazis and the communists. Owing to a 
combination of ideology, history and folkloric-political hearsay, since 
1939 Rudolf Medek has become, according to his émigré-publicist son, 
Ivan Medek, “one of the most sequestered figures of the First Czechoslo-
vak Republic.”11 A gradual dissipation of historical memory is inevitable 
and natural in this instance because Medek was placed on the index of 
banned authors after the German Occupation in March 1939, and re-
mained there until the autumn of 1989. However, there are other factors 
that explain this loss of historical memory. The period 1945–48 was deci-
sive in determining the fate of those figures that had been deemed taboo at 
the end of the First Republic. The victory over the Germans, albeit with 
Soviet help, provided a new context for the partial intellectual rehabilita-
tion of some whose ideas (most notably Viktor Dyk’s ideology of patriot-
ism) were deemed useful for reinforcing the mores of postwar Czechoslo-
vak state and society. However, the Košice program (4 April 1945), which 
laid down the institutional framework of the postwar Czechoslovak politi-
cal order and forbade the participation of right-wing parties in govern-
ment, made it almost impossible for those figures from the 1930s genera-
tion to make a comeback, posthumously or otherwise.12 Several right-
wing figures from the pre-1939 period, such as the renegade legionary 
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Radola Gajda, sought official forgiveness for their previous political mis-
demeanors committed before the Second World War. This was not 
Medek’s case. However, unlike members of Gajda’s family, who re-
mained out of favor with elite circles at the end of the Second World War, 
Medek’s son Ivan was granted a private audience with Czechoslovak 
president Edvard Beneš in September 1945.13 However, Ivan’s defense of 
his father as a “vehement, impulsive and subjective” man who found it 
difficult to comprehend the “complex prudent realism of Beneš’s politics” 
did little to alter existing perceptions about those on the opposing side of 
the ideological barricade prior to the war, despite the fact that they had not 
collaborated with the Germans after 1939. 

 
 

Historical Writing and Rudolf Medek 
 
Rudolf Medek presents most historians with a quandary. He represented 
neither the extreme nor the traditional conservative right wing of interwar 
Czechoslovak politics. Medek has fallen into the ideological crack exist-
ing between “extremism” and “conservatism.” He was neither a clear-cut 
traitor to the Czechoslovak idea nor to the Czechoslovak Republic, like 
fellow legionary figures, Radola Gajda (1892–1948) and Emanuel Mo-
ravec (1893–1945); nor was he conventionally loyal to the Castle Group 
(Hrad). He disliked Edvard Beneš intensely, but was immensely fond of 
T.G. Masaryk. 

There has been little discussion about the political and cultural signifi-
cance of Medek’s writing. The greater part of the memoirs published by 
leading First Republic political figures discuss only the political role of 
former legionaries who became close to Masaryk’s Castle Group, such as 
General Stanislas Čeček (1886–1930), and seemingly exclude those unable 
or unwilling to negotiate and compromise with the Castle.14 Historical 
judgements about Medek as a representative of the interwar Czechoslovak 
political right through his work as a prominent ex-legionary writer, and as 
Director of the Resistance Memorial Institute, have been clouded by the 
polemical controversies in which he became embroiled during the 1920s 
and 1930s, which supposedly confirmed Medek’s pro-fascist leanings.15 

Medek’s political infamy was confirmed by his frequently expressed 
public criticism of Edvard Beneš, both as foreign minister and later as 
Czechoslovak president. Medek’s relationship with Beneš became increas-
ingly complicated over the issue of capitulation at the time of Munich, when 
he branded Beneš “public enemy number one.” Medek’s criticism of Beneš 
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after Munich was brutally blunt: “Edvard Beneš suffers from a misguided 
doctrinaire attitude. Beneš has placed humanitarian democracy above real-
ity, and there is nothing more real and valuable than the nation and the 
homeland … [Humanitarian democracy] equates with pacifism; this is an 
absurdity. We are not enemies of the peace, but we were always enemies of 
phraseology which converts the belief of the masses, a Christian ideal, into 
a single phrase.”16 The events of Munich constituted a tragic blow for the 
military establishment. For those who considered themselves the architects 
of a new Czechoslovak army after 1918, Munich was also a cruel humilia-
tion. And therefore Medek’s writings about both T.G. Masaryk and Edvard 
Beneš in the aftermath of Munich must be understood in the context of a 
brutalized sense of disappointment at being unable to defend a country the 
legionaries had helped create. 

The most politically significant moment in Medek’s life came when 
his military career was already over, following the dissolution by the gov-
ernment of the Czechoslovak Army, during the so-called Second Repub-
lic, when he delivered an impassioned panegyric, “Zemi milovanou…” 
(Beloved homeland), about the critical importance of the nationalist verse 
of Karel Hynek Mácha on the occasion of the reburial of Mácha’s remains 
in the Vyšehrad cemetery on 7 May 1939. With this Medek firmly estab-
lished himself primarily as a figurehead of the type of Czech nationalism 
that was later frowned upon after the war, and less as a symbol of the ar-
chetypal Czechoslovak patriot, the cult of political acceptability—
paradoxically precisely the quality with which Medek had captured public 
imagination during the interwar years. Propagandist journalism published 
during the Second Republic exploited the controversial nature of Medek’s 
First Republic persona, and it was after 1938 that Medek’s reputation as a 
“fascist” or figure of the extreme Czechoslovak right wing was consoli-
dated. Medek was seemingly exposed as a “collaborator”17 only nine days 
after his death on 31 August 1940 in an article by Vladimír Břetenář pub-
lished in a leading Protectorate newspaper, Arijský boj, “Básník pod 
Hradem—Židé na Hradĕ” (The poet beneath the Castle—Jews at the Cas-
tle), which discussed Medek’s “hatred of Jews,” his ostracism from the 
Castle, and most significant of all, his personal feud with Beneš arising 
from his rejection of the Beneš presidency as part of a wider “Judeo-
Bolshevik” plot against the Republic resulting in Munich.18 

Historians writing about Medek from a purely military perspective, 
such as Jiří Fidler, Petr Hofman and Jitka Zabloudilová, do not write in 
much detail about Medek during the Second Republic, and end their nar-
rative in the autumn of 1938. The period from October 1938 to March 
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1939 remains a politically sensitive topic. A more likely reason, however, 
is that the attempt to write about Medek after 1938 would prove far too 
difficult because of the plethora of actions and journalism that supposedly 
contradicted his First Republic persona. Due to the risk of further damag-
ing Medek’s already misunderstood and blighted reputation as “national 
hero, given the incompatibility of Medek’s First and Second Republic 
personae, this is a task that has not been undertaken in the Czech Republic 
despite the fall of Communism. Unlike other leading military figures from 
the First Republic, such as the Chief of Staff during the 1930s, General 
Ludvík Krejčí (1890–1972), Medek has not been adequately rehabilitated 
in memoriam since 1989, a fact poignantly illustrated by the lack of 
proper acknowledgement of Medek’s foundation and directorship of the 
Liberation Memorial Institute in Žižkov in either the main building itself 
or in recent publications about its history.19 Despite past failings, however, 
the Czechs appear to be experiencing something of a ‘Medekian’ revival 
at present: two exhibitions commemorating Rudolf Medek’s wartime and 
peacetime exploits have been held in Prague since March of this year20 
and newspaper articles published in the Czech broadsheets for the first 
time since the Changes are beginning to discuss the political, not simply 
literary or cultural, significance of Medek’s First Republic writings.21 
Furthermore, the Vojenský historický ústav [VHÚ] (Military Historical 
Institute), the seat of Medek’s First Republic home, the old Liberation 
Memorial Institute (Památník osvobození), has created a special com-
memorative medal in Medek’s honour (Pamětní odznak generála Rudolfa 
Medka). The first recipient of this distinction was Rudolf Medek’s son, 
Ivan, on the occasion of the opening of an exhibition entitled ‘Rudolf 
Medek – soldier’ at the Military Historical Institute in Žižkov on 29 
March 2007.22 These recent developments will help combat the multifari-
ous misunderstandings existing in the public and academic domain about 
Rudolf Medek the soldier, writer and political figure.23 

In Bílá místa v našich dějinách? (1990) Jan Křen identifies the politi-
cal right as one of many thematic white spaces in Czech history and histo-
riography. The revision of history for political reasons is an obvious cause 
of such spaces. Indeed Rudolf Medek did not feature in the communists’ 
reinvention of themselves as Czechoslovak patriots after 1945 because as 
a “fascist” (which at that time meant “anti-Bolshevik” and “pro-German,” 
in line with Marxist-Leninist ideology) he combined all the worst qualities 
of a class enemy typical of his reactionary generation which included, 
most notably, Rudolf Beran, Jaroslav Preiss, Jan Černý, Jan Malypetr, 
Konrad Henlein, Andrej Hlinka and Jozef Tiso.24 Any competing sources 
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of nationalist legitimacy from First Republic life, other than that associ-
ated with T.G. Masaryk, were ruled out of the new, highly selective com-
munist reading of Czechoslovak history. (T.G. Masaryk was only deemed 
“acceptable” in the immediate aftermath of the communist coup and dur-
ing the period of ideological thaw in the 1960s, otherwise he too was con-
signed to history by the communist regime). In death, Medek’s name er-
roneously became associated with the “Protectorate mentality” described 
by Bradley F. Abrams25 and was thus washed up in the wave of retribu-
tions aimed at the political right on the pretext of Nazi collaboration, start-
ing in 1946 with the trial and imprisonment of leading Second Republic 
figures, many of whom were legionaries that had held influential positions 
in the Czechoslovak Army prior to 1938. Such ideological condemnation, 
coupled with the jettisoning of the historical status of individuals of the 
political right, resulted in the confirmation, rather than the alteration, of pre-
existing judgements about the “extreme wings” of Czechoslovak politics. 
Medek’s last published work, following an abridged collection of verse 
published during the Protectorate in 1943,26 appeared in 1947 in a national-
ist collection of poems compiled and edited by Jaroslav Seifert, Křik 
Koruny české.27 However in the “Afterward” written by Karel Cvejn, 
Medek is the only poet not mentioned directly by name, and therefore the 
authorship of the poem “Hradec studentům—mučedníkům” is left blank, an 
ironic twist given that Medek’s poem was more virulently anti-German than 
any other poem included in the collection. (Medek did not fit the criteria, 
outlined by Cvejn, of a suppressed left-wing poet, mouthpiece of the hu-
miliated yet proud nation, silenced both prior to and following Nazi occupa-
tion).28 After 1950, with the complete communist clampdown on the 
Czechoslovak legionary tradition, Medek’s poems were never again re-
printed, not even in commemorative literature about the Great War battles 
of Zborov or Bahmač, which formed an integral part of Czechoslovak na-
tionalist ideology. The legionary tradition as represented by Medek was 
confined to the past once and for all in June 1954 with the display of Kle-
ment Gottwald’s embalmed body (and not the remains of T.G. Masaryk, as 
had originally been planned by Medek) in the mausoleum of the Liberation 
Memorial Institute.29 Any lingering memory that remained of Rudolf 
Medek thereafter, depicted most notably by František Halas in his wartime 
memoirs, Bez legend (1955), was the entirely negative representation of an 
aggressively elitist Czechoslovak legionary with no respect for the views of 
the “masses” and utter contempt for any form of equality.30 

Medek remains misunderstood as a figure of the political right due to 
perhaps the largest white or misunderstood space of Czechoslovak history 
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not mentioned by Jan Křen—a period that lasted less than a decade be-
tween Munich and the communist ascendancy.31 It is ironic that the legacy 
of the Second Republic has damaged Medek’s historical status most of all. 
The fascist epithet dished up by the communists is misplaced. The follow-
ing image illustrates the point. At the same time as Medek’s body was laid 
to rest in the cemetery at Olšany on the afternoon of 28 August 1940, the 
new Nazi occupants of the Liberation Memorial Institute in Žižkov white-
washed over captions written by Medek accompanying a mosaic by the 
artist Max Švabinský for the “Chapel of Executed Legionaries” inside the 
mausoleum of the Memorial which was built specially for the commemo-
ration of the founding of the Republic that never took place in October 
1938. The entirety of Medek’s Czechoslovak nationalist program was 
rooted in anti-Bolshevik and anti-German sentiment and therefore re-
mained anathema.32 It would be incorrect to say, therefore, that Medek has 
been straight-forwardly airbrushed out of history. If anything, he has 
fallen into a rather large grey historiographical space that has resulted in 
the imprecise understanding of his political views. 

The literature published since 1989 shows that Rudolf Medek is a fig-
ure associated primarily with the Second Republic, the cultural politics of 
the authoritarian-national state, and Czech “Fascism” in general. Together 
with the Catholic writer, poet and journalist, Jaroslav Durych, Medek 
managed the National cultural committee (Národní kulturní rada), the 
cultural wing of the National Unity Party (Strana národní jednoty), cre-
ated in November 1938 during the Second Republic. Jan Rataj is explicit 
about Medek’s politics after 1938 and notes that Medek associated with or 
belonged to “fascist sub-groups,” the “militant right,” and “integral Catho-
lics,” that is, all those apprehensive of German aggression.33 However, 
according to Rataj’s analysis, in which “left” seems to be synonymous 
with “democrat” and “right” with “demagogue,” in their attempts to re-
fashion the concept of the national state, the intolerant intellectual wing of 
political Catholicism laid the groundwork for cooperation with the Ger-
mans.34 Reinventing the status of those on the right as pseudo-
collaborators because their thinking “corresponded” with Nazi ideology is 
a view that clearly requires revision, and yet in Medek’s case the impres-
sion remains also partly because several legionary colleagues with whom 
he had been closely associated during the First World War—most notably 
Czechoslovak legionary and Nazi collaborator Emanuel Moravec (1893–
1945)—did become collaborators, although certainly many did not. 
Medek was not and was unlikely ever to have become a collaborator.35 
Medek wrote for Řád, the journal of the “integral Catholic” intelligentsia 
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led by Count Karel Schwarzenberg; however after November 1938 he also 
wrote for a range of right-wing newspapers and journals (both centrist and 
more extreme) including Tak, Národní politika, Narodní listy, Venkov, 
Národní obnova, Cesta, Lumír and Národní myšlenka, besides indulging 
in polemics with Ferdinand Peroutka on the pages of the left-liberal jour-
nal, Přítomnost. In an article for the Catholic journal Obzory, Stanislav 
Vejvar correctly emphasizes the multifaceted nature of conservatism in 
the Second Republic and identifies distinct Catholic-conservative, conser-
vative-national, and radical-nationalist ideological currents.36 Medek did 
not identify fully with any one of these, but dabbled in each, a polemical 
practice carried over from the First Republic. It is overlooked that Medek 
distanced himself from Fascism on several occasions including, most no-
tably, several months before the Munich crisis when he denounced the 
concept of fascist dictatorship in several articles for Národní politika, 
whilst calling on the population to prepare themselves to defend their 
country in May 1938. 

According to dissident literature of the 1970s and 1980s, which sought 
to revise stringent Marxist-Leninist interpretations by offering a more 
objective interpretation of the First Republic, part of the problem in as-
sessing the Czech political right is due to the fact that the interwar 
Czechoslovak political spectrum lacked a clearly defined conservative 
tradition, thereby pushing right-of-center figures to the extreme fringes of 
politics.37 However, the existing distinctions between different groups of 
“right-wing” in the Czechoslovak legionary camp were not accounted for 
and some Catholic writers including those authoring, most notably, Češi v 
dĕjinách nové doby (1848–1939) (Podiven), developed the image of 
Medek as a proto-fascist due to his close association with legionary radi-
cal Radola Gajda during the 1920s.38 

The work of the late Antonín Klimek has highlighted new avenues of 
investigation into the tense relationship between the Castle and the “na-
tionalist right” in the First Czechoslovak Republic. When writing about 
the crisis that beset the so-called “Gentlemen’s Coalition” in the summer 
of 1926, with the ousting of Jiří Stříbrný from the National Socialist Party 
in July of that year, Klimek notes that Medek joined several others, in-
cluding one other army officer, two academics, a journalist, the party sec-
retary of the National Democratic Party, František Hlaváček, and Agrarian 
politician, Adolf Hrubý, at a meeting designed to create a political opposi-
tional front to Edvard Beneš.39 Medek was appointed to a short-lived gov-
erning committee known as “[The] movement for national purification” 
(národní hnutí očistné) established by Jiří Stříbrný in protest to the style 
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of politics promoted by the Castle. The movement and its journal, “The 
Revivalist movement” (Obrodné hnutí), which never materialized, were to 
form and maintain alliances with controversial leading figures of the po-
litical right including the controversial legionary hero, Radola Gajda. Jitka 
Zabloudilová and Petr Hofman have identified some interesting new ma-
terial in Medek’s private papers that would suggest that Beneš made un-
successful conciliatory overtures to Medek in the autumn of 1929 in an 
attempt to remedy the latter’s estrangement from the Castle. However, 
they do not explain why these efforts came to nothing and thus do not 
explore the nature of political opposition on the “military right” in inter-
war Czechoslovakia. In current Czech literature the precise political 
stance of individual members of the military establishment remains an 
under-researched topic. The result is that old historiographical assump-
tions about the First Republic reminiscent of the uncritical political history 
written in English during the 1970s have now been duplicated in more 
recent literature, and accordingly anything connected with the Castle is 
politically legitimate, whilst everything that stood beyond the purview of 
T.G. Masaryk and Edvard Beneš is politically suspect.40 

According to historian Zděnek Kárník, for instance, the state-
sponsored legionary organization (ČsOL) had a decisive influence on 
Czechoslovak public mood during the First Republic over and above 
Medek’s Independent Union of Czechoslovak Legionaries. Kárník also 
argues that the ČsOL was the main promoter, in conjunction with the Cas-
tle, of the idea of Czechoslovak statehood.41 The significance of the le-
gionary right, represented most notably by Medek’s Independent Union of 
Czechoslovak Legionaries, has therefore been marginalized despite the 
fact that it was the widely-known Resistance Memorial Institute, the de 
facto seat of the NJČsL under Medek’s direction, that produced major 
publications about Czechoslovak legionaries and other promotional mate-
rial which shaped both political and popular conceptions of Czechoslovak 
state ideology during the interwar period.42 

 

 

II. THE LEGACY OF THE SECOND REPUBLIC AND THE 

INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF THE “BENEŠ DOCTRINE,” 1945–48 

 
The immediate postwar period 1945–48 constituted one of the most dra-
matic phases of Czechoslovak life in the 20th century. This was a crucial 
time for several reasons, not least because it was an interval between two 
types of dictatorship, a transitional phase for coming to terms with the 
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immediate past and the evolution of postwar political discourse. The pe-
riod 1945–48 was one of retribution for political crimes committed by 
figures of the “right,” which, coupled with the oppositionless National 
Front government or Peoples’ Democracy, split Czechoslovak society into 
“democratic,” and “anti-democratic” or “fascist” camps and reinforced 
political stereotyping about ideological distinctions between “left” and 
“right,” building on the black and white political experiences of the Sec-
ond Republic and the Nazi Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia (1939–
45). The national tribunals, conducted throughout 1946 and 1947, con-
victed several leading right-wing figures on the basis of wartime collabo-
ration and the propagation of anti-Semitic views. Several of these were 
former legionary figures from the First Czechoslovak Republic, and spe-
cifically those who had served in the Russian army as Czechoslovak le-
gionaries during the First World War. The trial of General Vladimír Voj-
těch Klecanda (1888–1947), co-founder of the nucleus of the Czechoslo-
vak army in Russia, the “Czech unit” (Česká družina), is a case in point. 
In his defense speech before one tribunal in August 1946, Klecanda at-
tempted to explain that as a “Czechoslovak patriot” from the First World 
War, collaboration with the Bolsheviks was as unlikely as with the Ger-
mans. Furthermore, he underlined the difference between the “aggressive 
nationalism” of the Nazis and the “patriotic” nationalism (or náro-
dovectví) of the legionary right wing, which was patriotically “Czechoslo-
vak” and expressed through the military establishment and the Czechoslo-
vak army during the First Republic.43 Klecanda’s comment raises a crucial 
point about the multiple strands of right-wing ideology within the Czecho-
slovak legionary movement in the interwar period yet to be properly ac-
counted for by historians, beyond the epithet of “integral nationalist” for 
all members of the extreme right posited by Petr Pithart during the 
1970s.44 It is clear from the transcript of Klecanda’s trial that he was 
brought to account on the basis of his acquaintance after Munich with 
Czech army officer Emanuel Moravec and, more significantly, with the 
deputy German representative in Prague, Karl Hermann Frank, who had 
summoned Klecanda to his office in the Černín Palace in the closing 
months of the Second World War. The culture of “trial by association,” 
that is the discrediting of right-wing figures in the immediate postwar 
period as “Nazi collaborators,” was directly connected to the political 
climate of the Second Republic rather than the daily realities of the Pro-
tectorate that followed. The postwar writings of the priest-collaborator and 
deputy chairman of the (Catholic) Czechoslovak Peoples’ Party in and 
after 1948, Josef Plojhar (1902–81), reveal that the Second Republic 
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posed a much greater strain on postwar Czechoslovak imagination than 
the war experience itself because it was a specifically Czech nationalist 
experience, rather than a Nazi import, and a Czech political design that 
had distinguished itself from the Masarykian First Republic by its associa-
tion with Catholicism and Bohemian Catholic traditions. On the eve of the 
communist takeover Plojhar argued that Czech collaboration with the 
Nazis after March 1939 was precipitated by a “Fascism” specific to the 
Czech political culture of the Second Republic which had fused Catholi-
cism with the worst elements of intolerant nationalism left over from First 
Republic life, pushing all legitimate peace-loving Czechoslovak democ-
rats aside.45 This political line—later exploited by the communists in justi-
fying their use of repressive force against “enemies of the state” after 
1948—was preceded by the work of the national tribunals between 1946 
and 1947, which created a heady propagandist atmosphere in which any 
form of right-wing political culture (both extreme and conservative) was 
legitimately banished from the political landscape along with the symbolic 
remnants of political “collaboration” in the new Czechoslovak state. The 
actions and writings of Edvard Beneš in the period from 1946 to 1948 
corresponded ideologically to the work of the national tribunals in justify-
ing the need for the symbolic cleansing of any form of “right-wing” oppo-
sition after the war. 

There were two defining themes of the “Beneš doctrine” in the imme-
diate postwar period. The first relates to the fight against a rather nebulous 
concept of radical right-wing ideology or “Fascism.” In a speech delivered 
to the “Czechoslovak anti-fascist society” (Československá protifašistická 
společnost) in March 1946, Beneš explains that  

 
the war against Fascism in Czechoslovakia has deep roots which can be traced back to 
the founding of the state during 1918 and 1919, to our legionary problem and the con-
flict with [Karel] Kramář about Czechoslovak military intervention in Russia [follow-
ing the Bolshevik Revolution] … These represent the worst aspects of our political life 
in the First Republic. However this is now part of our political history, and it is now 
possible to identify precisely why and how our war with Fascism began, which pre-
dated the Occupation. Everything that occurred during the Occupation is logically 
rooted in the First Republic, and specifically in the period following our return [to 
Czechoslovakia] after the Paris Peace Conference [in 1919] … When taking account of 
these facts, the views and actions of many periods during and after Munich, and during 
the Occupation, become clear.46  
 
For Beneš, therefore, the national tribunals heralded the “beginning of 

the end of all forms of Fascism and Nazism [and their arch-represen-
tatives] in a Czechoslovak context, and the return to a clean form of po-
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litical ideology and a Masarykian conception of Czechoslovak democ-
racy.”47 The second theme of the “Beneš doctrine” relates directly to the 
organization of Czechoslovak legionaries in postwar Czechoslovakia, and 
their role in securing social and national justice for the state. Beneš had 
always maintained a close working relationship with the state-sponsored 
Union of Czechoslovak Legionaries (Československá obec legionářská or 
ČsOL), in effect becoming its unofficial patron after its establishment in 
Prague in January 1921. In his address to the first postwar annual meeting 
of the ČsOL, which convened in St Wenceslas Square in July 1947, Beneš 
declared that the ČsOL was the only legionary organization to have con-
tinuously and faithfully represented the Masarykian Czechoslovak ideals 
of “freedom,” “democracy” and “genuine humanitarianism” making it, 
according to Beneš, the only legionary tradition worth preserving.48 As 
Jan Galandauer notes in his recent work about the “Battle of Zborov,”49 
the ČsOL was the only legionary organization recreated after the war, in 
1946, which signalled the beginning of the gradual transformation of his-
torical memory about Czechoslovak legionary culture as it had existed 
before 1938. The traditions associated with the legionary right-wing, par-
ticularly their commemoration of wartime, as well as their conception of 
the Czechoslovak national state and other military rituals, were gradually 
phased out of Czechoslovak national consciousness altogether, and indeed 
Beneš makes no reference to any other legionary organizations in his 1947 
address. Beneš’s depiction of the ČsOL as the only genuine, loyal and 
state-enforcing legionary organization devoted to the consolidation of the 
Czechoslovak state eclipsed the existence, and the work, of other legion-
ary organizations in the interwar period. According to Beneš, the ČsOL 
represented an ideal combination of the best military traditions of both 
prewar and postwar Czechoslovakia. However Beneš’s attitude towards 
the political role of the ČsOL changed after 1945 (his pre-Munich view 
about Czechoslovak legionaries will be discussed in the next section). In 
contrast to the interwar period, Beneš urged Czechoslovak legionaries 
within the ČsOL to remain firmly above politics, thus relieving the le-
gionary superstructure of its role as a state-legitimizing entity. Whereas in 
the First Republic Czechoslovak legionaries felt directly responsible for 
the existence and defense of the state, given their dramatic experience of 
the First World War, postwar legionaries were to play quite a different 
role as defenders rather than promoters of the ideals of socioeconomic 
justice and Czechoslovak national state. In this way Beneš decreed that 
the ČsOL should take over the position occupied by Rudolf Medek’s In-
dependent Union of Czechoslovak Legionaries (NJČsL) as the leading 
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promoter of the ideal of the Czechoslovak national state. In his 1947 
speech Beneš further explains that the ČsOL constituted a repository of a 
new form of Czechoslovakism that equally and faithfully represented 
Czech and Slovak interests. This contrasted starkly with the reputation of 
the ČsOL during the interwar period as an overly “Czechophile” organiza-
tion disinterested in Slovak affairs. However as of 1947, the traditions of 
the legionary right-wing were consigned to oblivion, which undoubtedly 
explains the lack of interest in Rudolf Medek’s legionary organization in 
Czech scholarship today. The historian Ivan Šedivý is an exception in this 
respect.50 The NJČsL was not simply, as Zdeněk Kárník has written, a 
fringe legionary organization or even the military wing of the National 
Democracy Party in the interwar period.51 Medek managed the activities 
of the NJČsL under the auspices of the Resistance Memorial Institute in 
Žižkov, which was in effect the outpost of the Czechoslovak ministry of 
defense in interwar Czechoslovakia; and the position of director was con-
sidered a key political post by leading military figures.52 Significantly, in 
one postwar pamphlet about the activities of the Liberation Memorial 
Institute, which became the “Military Historical Institute” (Vojenský his-
torický ústav) in 1945 following the reorganization of a separate “Libera-
tion Memorial Institute” and “Liberation Museum,” Beneš insists that the 
role of the military institute had changed considerably since the First Re-
public.53 In the postwar era, the Žižkov institute was reinvented as a 
purely academic, as opposed to political, organization, which gives some 
indication of the reputation of the institution, as well the level of notoriety 
surrounding Medek its director-general during the interwar period. 

 
 

III. THE ORIGINS OF THE “BENEŠ DOCTRINE” OR 

THE “DEMOCRATIC-FASCIST” PARADIGM 

 
Following T.G. Masaryk, Edvard Beneš conceived of Czechoslovak nation-
alism as an expression of “humanist” democratic principles, which formed 
the core of state ideology. For Beneš, patriotism had no distinct role to play 
in politics, for he considered this an obvious facet of nationalism. Beneš 
understood the ideology of the Czechoslovak state, Czechoslovakism, pri-
marily as a social democratic ideal rooted in the social emancipation of the 
small Czech man (malý český clověk).54 Beneš’s emphasis on the social 
aspects rather than the national-political meaning of the “Czechoslovak 
revolution” of 1914–18 (reflected most notably in his objection to Czecho-
slovak military intervention in Bolshevik Russia and his conception of a 
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“democratic army” rooted in mutual respect between the rank-and-file and 
military leadership), brought him into conflict with right-wing legionaries 
and legionary organizations in the mid-1920s.55 Even more damaging for 
Czechoslovak legionary politics in the long term was the furore surrounding 
the poor showing of center-left parties (particularly the National Socialists) 
at the parliamentary elections of November 1925, which precipitated a dra-
matic political crisis culminating in the summer and autumn of 1926 during 
which Beneš played a significant role in shaping perceptions about “left-” 
and “right-” wing politics. It is argued here that the “democratic-fascist” 
paradigm, propagated by Beneš after the Second World War, traces its ori-
gins to the political vacuum of the mid-1920s.56 

The denunciation of the Czechoslovak political right by the center-left, 
which began in the autumn of 1925 in the run-up to the parliamentary elec-
tions, signaled the culmination of several years of tension between center-
left and right-wing parties, most notably between the National Socialists 
and Social Democrats, on the one hand, and the National Democratic Party 
on the other. The chasm between left and right was also reflected in the 
increasingly politicized camp of Czechoslovak legionaries. Starting in the 
autumn of 1923, during the convening of the annual congress of the ČsOL 
in Bratislava, the first signs of a split between the left and right-wing leader-
ship of the organization emerged, following Radola Gajda’s accusation that 
the ČsOL had failed to properly represent the interests of all Czechoslovak 
legionaries—by which he meant a group of right-wing legionaries compris-
ing himself, Rudolf Medek, and Vojtěch Holeček, which had evolved by 
1923 into a separate political wing of the ČsOL combining both radical and 
conservative legionary viewpoints.57 A volatile exchange of polemics be-
tween “left” and “right” wing legionary branches ensued. By the mid-1920s 
most leading Czechoslovak politicians, most notably Beneš, but also those 
who served as ministers of defense, had correctly gauged the potential value 
of using Czechoslovak legionaries as an unofficial tool of politics by engag-
ing them as vessels of party-political interests. In this way organizations 
such as the ČsOL became gradually attached, albeit informally, to political 
parities. The increasing closeness between the ČsOL and the National So-
cialist Party through Edvard Beneš created an irreparable chasm between 
legionary left and right, and resulted in the departure of a significant group 
of right-wing legionaries, led by Rudolf Medek, from the ČsOL in the au-
tumn of 1925. Although as a report from 1930, drawn up by a ČsOL mem-
ber, Colonel Josef Vavroch, explains the right-wingers were dismissed from 
the ČsOL in 1925 on account of their refusal to terminate their association 
with the National Democratic Party.58 
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Coupled with the increasing dominance of former legionaries within 
the Czechoslovak military establishment, and the appointment of Agrarian 
František Udržal as defense minister (followed in early 1926 by the ap-
pointment of radical Jiří Stříbrný), the results of the 1925 parliamentary 
elections signified a short-lived political honeymoon for the conservative 
right in Czechoslovakia. Given that political circumstances favored the 
political right at the close of 1925, Rudolf Medek decided to establish a 
new legionary organization, the Independent Union of Czechoslovak Le-
gionaries (NJČsL) with the full support of František Udržal,59 which can 
be interpreted as a response to Beneš’s active support of the ČsOL 
throughout the early 1920s. However, even the creation of the NJČsL was 
shrouded in controversy—journalists from the ČsOL speculated that the 
new legionary movement was created on the basis of the close collabora-
tion between Medek and Gajda during 1923 and 1924.60 

The new legionary organization did indeed fuel the suspicions of the 
Castle Group about the political agenda of the legionary right-wing. 
Beneš’s reaction to the creation of the NJČsL is significant; immediately 
following its creation, Beneš branded the NJČsL the military arm of the 
National Democratic Party.61 Beneš sensed that a more sinister plot was 
afoot and that Medek’s legionary union was part of a broader “proto-
fascist,” anti-Castle bloc in the Republic. Furthermore, Medek’s friend-
ship with the poet and National Democratic politician Viktor Dyk 
throughout the 1920s did nothing to alleviate Beneš’s concerns about the 
evolving legionary right wing.62 The animosity between the legionary left 
and right remained, and this is illustrated by Medek’s impassioned article 
published in Karel Horký’s Fronta in May 1927 calling for a legionary 
organization that would remain “above-politics.”63 

The term “fascist” appeared intermittently in the daily press at the time 
of the split of the ČsOL and the creation of Medek’s NJČsL in the autumn 
of 1925. However, it became an intrinsic part of Czechoslovak political 
discourse during the coalition crisis of the summer and autumn of 1926 as 
a result of Beneš’s frequent use, and misuse, of the term in reaction to two 
political affairs at the time: the so-called “Stříbrný” and “Gajda” contro-
versies. Beneš cleverly used these scandals (which related to two separate 
plots aiming to shift the balance of power away from the Masarykian Cas-
tle Group to the more right-wing elements in the Republic) as a pretext 
with which to discredit both the political (National Democratic) and le-
gionary right-wing (led by Medek and Gajda) in Czechoslovakia. 

During the inter-party coalition crisis that followed the split within the 
National Socialist Party in June 1926, the ČsOL publicly expressed their 
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support for Beneš, in opposition to the factional intrigues led by party 
renegade Jiří Stříbrný who had endeavored to bring the National Socialist 
party under his control. In return for their support, Beneš actively pro-
moted the ČsOL as the leading legionary organization in Czechoslovakia 
that best represented Czechoslovak military traditions and, crucially, 
Czechoslovak state nationalism. Given Beneš’s support, the ČsOL was 
formally acknowledged as the official legionary guardian of Czechoslovak 
state legitimacy. Beneš delivered two significant speeches at two separate 
sessions of the ČsOL annual congress held in September 1926, the con-
tents of which are discussed here. 

In his main address to the congress, entitled “Bratřím legionářům” (To 
brother legionaries, later published by the ČsOL publishing house as a 
pamphlet entitled Pro čistotu veřejného života [In support of a clean pub-
lic life], Prague, 1926), Beneš underlined the role of the ČsOL in the new 
state in maintaining a “clean public life”—this exposed Beneš’s concern 
about the politicization of the military establishment during the 1920s, and 
particularly the impact of Radola Gajda’s anti-state plotting on the politi-
cal character of the Czechoslovak army:  

 
I am absolutely and always against any kind of politics in the army. In a democratic 
state the politicians deal with politics and the soldiers are obliged to fulfil their military 
obligations. The permeation of politics into the army signifies the disruption of the 
army. Similarly, I have always maintained that the minister of foreign affairs must 
stand above politics in our state, both left and right, and I have always attempted to do 
just that … much like in the state itself, politics are to be found within the army … 
however for the reasons I have explained, I have always opposed the political agitation 
of generals within the [Czechoslovak] army.64  

 

Rudolf Medek’s own peripheral involvement in Czechoslovak politics 
during the mid-1920s seemingly fits Beneš’s evaluation of a “politicized 
army general,” and indeed Medek, much like Gajda, was unpopular with 
Czechoslovak politicians as well as the General Chief of Staff because of 
his tendency to air his political views in public.65 According to Beneš, a 
“clean public life” is ensured by maintaining both an apolitical army and 
apolitical representative veteran organizations such as the legionary un-
ions. However, by addressing the ČsOL as minister of foreign affairs 
Beneš was making a clear political statement about the “correct” form of 
Czechoslovak nationalism: 

 
This [debate] is not about a left or right bloc … Legionaries must be the guardians of a 
clean public life. They must be the bricks and mortar of the nation; they must be com-
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mitted to integrity and to the truth … This is about the battle for the future of the na-
tion, and you [the legionaries] play a critical and steadfast role in this battle. This is 
your national calling and your mission. I am and will always remain, to the end of my 
life, a legionary in this sense of the word.”66 

 
Beneš’s second address to another session of the congress on the fol-

lowing day, during which he also signed a formal letter endorsing the 
political ideology espoused by the ČsOL, revealed the extent of his obses-
sion with the difference between legionary “left” and “right” wings. This 
speech signified a watershed in Czechoslovak political rhetoric because in 
it Beneš clearly provided a justification for the naming (and shaming) of 
the “right-wing” as “fascist” or “demagogue,” and anything center-left or 
“left-wing” as “democratic” or “progressive.” Beneš declared that by 
adopting the motto of “humanism,” the ČsOL had categorically expressed 
its loyalty to the politics of the Castle represented by T.G. Masaryk and 
Beneš himself. “Humanism,” explains Beneš: 

 
determines the character of nationalism … The fascists attempt to justify their patriot-
ism on the basis that they are the primary and genuine defenders of the nation. They 
[the fascists] lecture us about patriotism … When discussing nationalism, we must be 
aware of the difference between the others and our definition of patriotism and the fas-
cist definition. We [the ČsOL] harbour a different philosophical view of nationalism. 
We feel deeply national, however we explain our national consciousness differently to 
our leading nationalists, those swastika-bearing fascists. It is on account of our diverse 
psychological viewpoints, and our understanding of nationalism, that we advocate 
quite different political practices and tactics.67  

 
Most significant here is Beneš’s conviction that the ČsOL’s respect for 

the cult of the President-Osvoboditel (President-Liberator) favorably dis-
tinguishes the “humanists” on the “center-left” of the political spectrum 
(ČsOL) from the “fascists” (NJČsL) on the right. In other words, it is only 
through absolute deference to T.G. Masaryk as the founding father of the 
Czechoslovak state that genuine Czechoslovak patriotism is expressed. 
According to this logic, “fascists” are conceived as primarily anti-
Masarykian and thus illegitimate actors in the Czechoslovak political 
process. Much like T.G. Masaryk, Beneš failed to grasp the true signifi-
cance and nature of Czechoslovak right-wing ideologies. However, Beneš 
went further than T.G. Masaryk in his insistence that:  

 
Fascism is an over-excitable nationalism which develops into aggressive forms, [na-
tionalism is] a force which is in fact overwhelming for a small nation. … We [the 
ČsOL and the National Socialist Party] stand for a reasonable and calm definition of 
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nationalism acceptable for all … the entire debate about nationalism represents a dis-
agreement over the nature of the national philosophy of state, which is rooted in prin-
ciples of humanity. These unpatriotic, fascist demagogues exploit this distinction for 
their own political purposes.68  
 

Beneš’s tirade against the “right” helped consolidate the prevailing 
view in the press at that time, propagated by the leading newspaper of the 
ČsOL, Národní osvobození (National Independence), that everything con-
nected to the National Democratic party as a whole, irrespective of dis-
tinct wings of the party, was fascist.69 In this respect Beneš’s view was 
close to that of T.G. Masaryk, who also equated practically everything on 
the right with creeping Fascism, by which he meant the “political disori-
entation of the bourgeois members of the National Democratic party.”70 

Beneš’s sweeping, almost facile categorization of the Czechoslovak 
extreme right quickly achieved the status of legitimate political canon, 
despite its ideological fluidity, and was further disseminated by left-
leaning legionary historians and journalists such as, most notably, Václav 
Cháb, a ČsOL member.71 It was with the same ideological brush that Ru-
dolf Medek’s legionary organization became tarnished. In a report com-
piled by one of Beneš’s personal assistants about the Independent Union 
of Czechoslovak Legionaries (dating from the autumn of 1926) it is noted, 
albeit erroneously, that Rudolf Medek is “an anti-Masarykian figure” who 
shaped the agenda of his organization according to the “need to fight the 
[Czechoslovak] political center-ground represented by Masaryk and 
Beneš.”72 Significantly, Medek’s founding of the NJČsL in 1925 is de-
scribed in the report as the first institutional manifestation of Fascism in 
the Czechoslovak Republic, disregards the Union’s commitment to Ma-
sarykian principles and the cult of President-Liberator. The formal decla-
ration issued at the time of the founding of the NJČsL pledges that 
Medek’s union is a “non-political organization” devoted to the propaga-
tion of Masarykian principles, particularly “social justice” and “Czecho-
slovak national unity.” However, Medek’s organization distinguished 
itself from the ČsOL by emphasizing the importance of a national, as op-
posed to social, program committed to increasing awareness about the 
importance of national defense in the minds of all “Czechoslovak citizen-
soldiers.”73 The 1926 report originating in Beneš’s office defines Fascism 
as both “conservative” and “active nationalism,” indicating that few 
Czechoslovak politicians, not even Beneš himself, had a clear concept of 
Fascism during the 1920s. However the conceptual flexibility afforded by 
such indeterminate ideological fudging suited Beneš as a tool of coalition 
party political intrigue, which he employed in his dealings with legionary 
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organizations during the 1920s, as described here; but the mislabelling of 
“Fascism” proved a costly political tool, for by becoming directly in-
volved in legionary affairs Beneš helped politicize further, whether delib-
erately or inadvertently, the work of those legionary organizations that 
were supposed to remain above politics. The legionary groups remained 
forever split by the crisis of the mid-1920s and were unable to reach 
agreement on any issue until the Munich crisis of 1938. 

 
 

IV. DEFINITIONS OF THE CZECHOSLOVAK POLITICAL 

“RIGHT”—NEW PERSPECTIVES 

 
This chapter has argued that Edvard Beneš’s sweeping characterization 
of political ideology, as well as his direct involvement in legionary poli-
tics during the mid-1920s, and again during the mid- to late-1940s, has 
hampered historical understanding of the diverse nature of right-wing 
political ideologies, and the political persuasions of their representatives 
(in this instance, Rudolf Medek) in interwar Czechoslovakia. Indeed, 
Beneš’s writings influenced the perception of “Fascism” in interwar and 
postwar Czechoslovakia more than any other Czech political figure. 
Contrary to recent work about the history of Czechoslovak Fascism,74 
which stresses the marginality of extremists in the First Republic, this 
paper has demonstrated that “Fascism” was of great concern to Czecho-
slovak political society several years before the economic crisis of the 
early 1930s and that “Fascism” as perceived by Czechs, as opposed to 
Slovaks, evolved from the internal Czechoslovak political crises of the 
mid-1920s. A new approach to the “political right” is therefore required. 
Several historians have begun this task. In Česká politická pravice mezi 
převratem a krizí,75 Jana Čechurová distinguishes between different 
branches of the “Right”: the “Fascism” associated with the young gen-
eration of National Democracy enamored by Benito Mussolini’s rise to 
power in 1922; the “Agrarian Conservatism” of Republican Party leader 
Antonín Švehla; and the “clerical right” represented by those such as the 
priest-politician Jan Šrámek. This approach largely builds on Václav 
Černý’s earlier distinction between “patriots” (conservative nationalists) 
and “religious politicians” (clericals) in addressing the political right. 
Both the “clerical” and “conservative” members of the right led a politi-
cal campaign against Beneš in the mid-1920s (in reaction to both foreign 
and domestic policy), however this did not mean that these groups were 
“fascist.” 
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Zdeněk Kárník has recently pointed out the difficulties with the term 
“integral nationalist” coined by dissident writers in the 1970s, noting that 
it is rooted in a conception of a First Republic of two political extremes, 
the “extreme right” and the “democratic-center,” thus fudging the differ-
ent brands of Czechoslovak political right.76 “Integral nationalist” is obvi-
ously too broad a term to accommodate all the ideological forms, “moder-
ate,” “conservative” and “extreme.” More should be made, for instance, of 
the typology relating to the “genesis of Czech conservatism” devised by 
Miloš Havelka in the Catholic journal Obzory in 2005.77 As is the case 
with all ideologies, conservatism is context-specific and instead of adopt-
ing the “fascist” epithet for all right-wing positions in the period between 
1925 and 1948, Havelka underlines the analytical value of associated po-
litical concepts such as “populism,” “traditionalism,” “historicism” and 
“authoritarianism” (which help define the conceptual traits, components 
and characteristics of ideologies and their relationship to each other) when 
making the distinction between different types of “right-wing.” This his-
tory of ideas approach is advocated by British political scientists such as 
Michael Freeden in their discussion of variant forms of nationalist ideol-
ogy as being indicative of specific conservative traditions.78 Adopting this 
approach, for instance, reveals that Medek’s Independent Union of 
Czechoslovak Legionaries (NJČsL) aimed to preserve a particular legion-
ary tradition rather than to radically alter it for some anarchic political 
purpose, which clearly distinguishes the organization from Radola Ga-
jda’s National Union of Fascists (Národní obec fašistická or NOF). Ga-
jda’s 1931 political pamphlet about the “Ideology of Czech Fascism” 
(Ideologie Čsl. fašismu. Cyklus přednášek “O ideologii Českoslov. poli-
tických stran”) defines what is understood by “fascist” in a Czechoslovak 
context, beginning with the concept of the corporate state model alongside 
the institutionalization of political order through the rejection, by force, of 
coalition government. In his political pamphlet, Poslední události a 
nezávislá jednota čsl. legionářů (Recent events and the independent union 
of Czechoslovak legionaries) published in November 1926, Rudolf Medek 
attempted to deflate much of the speculation about his organization as a 
“fascist movement,” explaining that the NJČsL is opposed to any form of 
“red guard” or fascist militia: “our state is strong enough to defend itself 
against all those who wish to create a new state other than that created by 
the legionaries.” And indeed, following the Gajda affair in the summer of 
1926, Medek distanced himself from Gajda altogether. In contrast to Ga-
jda’s NOF, the NJČsL, Medek explained further, was committed to the 
“creation of an active and responsible [Czechoslovak] patriot concerned 
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more with order and stability than with political coup and national con-
sciousness rather than corruption.”79 Legitimate legionary organizations, 
insists Medek, should retain and express their national orientation through 
their commitment to the “idea of Czechoslovak national unity proposed by 
T.G. Masaryk and Milan Rastislav Štefánik.”80 It is significant that Medek 
does not mention Beneš in relation to either Masaryk or Štefánik as state-
builders. Unlike Gajda, Rudolf Medek was concerned about the impor-
tance of preserving legionary military norms and traditions for the crea-
tion of a new Czechoslovak army and a culture of national defense, per-
haps even more so than the ideological significance of legionary culture 
for Czechoslovak politics.81 The splintering impact of the Gajda affair of 
1926 on the legionary political right cannot be underestimated—the affair 
signified the end of the short-lived partnership between “extreme” and 
“conservative” strands of the legionary right and their subsequent es-
trangement. In short, Medek’s case necessitates a reevaluation of the role 
and significance of the “political right.” I argue that the following analyti-
cal qualifications should be made when assessing the “right” and distin-
guishing between different right-wing viewpoints in Czechoslovak poli-
tics between the wars: 

 
– Establishing the relationship between the (legionary) organization, 

individual or political party and the cult of President-Liberator; that 
is, the perception of T.G. Masaryk as representative of the Czecho-
slovak state and distinct from the ideas espoused by Edvard Beneš. 
The “Masaryk versus Beneš” distinction is critical when discussing 
political loyalty, legitimacy and authority in interwar Czechoslova-
kia. 

– Assessing the nature of the perception of state legitimacy by an in-
dividual and group; that is, accounting for the multiple interpreta-
tions of Czechoslovak nationalism that existed in interwar Czecho-
slovakia. 

– Accounting for the distinct experiences of groups and individuals 
during the First World War, resulting in diverse interpretations of 
“national history” and historical memory after 1918; that is, ac-
knowledging the varied historical roots of Czechoslovak political 
legitimacy. 

 
Organizations, individuals and political figures belonging to the politi-

cal fringe, aside from the formal political arena (such as the legionaries, 
although they were unofficially connected to mainstream politics through 
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political parties such as the National Socialists and Agrarian), considered 
themselves very much a part of state life. Consequently they conceived of 
political authority and state legitimacy differently—and the importance 
and function of the state and even the role of T.G. Masaryk as the founder 
of Czechoslovakia—from those occupying formal positions in govern-
ment and state institutions. The ideological space between extreme and 
center-right politics must be accounted for in any assessment of Czecho-
slovak legionary traditions and the nature of political opposition in inter-
war Czechoslovakia. Those occupying the political right of the interwar 
political spectrum considered themselves loyal supporters of state ideol-
ogy and as “Czechoslovakists.” However many reinvented the cult of 
Masaryk President-Liberator to suit their military and nationalist agenda 
on the basis of their own legionary politics and the nature of their adjust-
ment to Czechoslovak republican life after 1918. For those such as Rudolf 
Medek, allegiance to Czechoslovak state ideology was based on distinct 
precepts including, most notably, the cult of T.G. Masaryk as military 
leader and a commitment to a strong and unified national state.82 
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The archival reading room at Matica slovenská (the Slovak Cultural Or-
ganization) closed early 7 November 1973. Researchers were asked to 
leave so that Matica’s employees could join the march to celebrate the 
anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution. The employees were in a gay 
mood as they left, laughing and talking to one another. They were manda-
tory volunteers to celebrate an event that was said to have set off a wave 
of self-determination that extended into Slovakia. Throughout that day 
and into the next, the Czech and Slovak media reported with great fanfare 
similar marches across Czechoslovakia. 

Thirty-two years later, only a handful of people in Bratislava came to 
pay homage to the anniversary of the 1988 candle commemoration, which 
under the east wind from Soviet Union, had manifested an expression of 
Slovak desire for freedom. No one was required to march. Journalists 
reported what happened because it was a planned event and their editors 
had sent them there. Coverage of the August 2005 commemoration in 
Bratislava of the Slovak National Uprising, attended by 300 people, was 
meager, the occasion having been overshadowed by demonstrations by 
Slovenská pospolitosť, a right-wing group.1 

Even though history is not as consciously inserted into the Slovak and 
Czech public square as it once was, historians, politicians and journalists 
still keep returning to their histories and the traditions of their nations, 
trying to redesign the past and give it a new meaning. Politicians con-
sciously try to shape the past to suit their work and their goals for the 
future. Historians, beneficiaries of the knowledge of what happened 
between the past and the present, probe both old and new evidence to 
give the past new meanings. As communicators of the present, journal-
ists find the popular understandings of the past easier to employ than the 
complicated approaches of the historians. They also depend on politi-
cians, other public figures, and historians to give them signals about how 
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to understand the past. Throughout the 20th century the Czech and Slo-
vak publics learned different histories, each history canceling out the 
previous one. “The historical consciousness of society had to be inter-
preted and reshaped according to the topical political themes,” writes 
Elena Mannová.2 

Historical periods pile up on each other, so that a reinterpretation of 
one historical period implicitly reinterprets other periods. This problem is 
not unique to Slovakia. The evaluation of the US war in Vietnam as a 
failure calls into question Americans’ understanding of World War II as 
“the good war.” When considering the Vietnam war in retrospect, US 
media have tended to focus on individual accounts of suffering, tragedy 
and success to present a “we-win-even-when-we-lose” description of the 
war.3 Similarly, the end of the Cold War has brought reconsiderations of 
both its domestic and its international aspects.4 

At the beginning of the 20th century, Slovak students in schools 
learned that they were beneficiaries of a thousand years of Hungarian 
glory while in their homes some of them were becoming increasingly 
aware of an alternative Slovak history. In the interwar Czechoslovak Re-
public they learned that Czechs and Slovaks had also had historical and 
cultural ties that led inevitably to the country’s founding. During World 
War II, Slovaks were instructed about the apparently finally successful 
Slovak struggle for independence. After 1948 they learned that it was 
thanks to the continuing efforts of the Czech and Slovak working classes 
that Czechoslovakia (later the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic) had be-
come a worker’s paradise. 

Since 1989 a public debate has raged back and forth about the meaning 
of Slovak history in general as well as about what individual portions of 
that history might signify. Former dissident and later Christian Democ-
ratic leader Ján Čarnogurský told me in a 1990 interview that the problem 
with Slovak history is that there were too few heroes, and that the color of 
Slovak history might well be gray. Slovaks agree on very few of their 
heroes. Only three are generally given broad positive ratings. One is Ľu-
dovít Štúr, journalist and codifier of the modern Slovak language, who 
was at the head of the revolutionary Slovak movement in 1848. He died 
young. Another is Milan Štefánik, a general and astronomer, commonly 
considered one of the three founding fathers of Czechoslovakia. He died a 
year later in a plane crash in Bratislava. The third is Alexander Dubček, 
who was conceived in the United States, grew up in the Soviet Union, and 
became leader of the Communist Party of Slovakia in 1963, where he 
supported liberalization as well as Slovak national interests. To all intents 
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and purposes his public career ended with the Soviet invasion in 1968, 
even though he returned as a post-1989 figurehead before dying in a mys-
terious automobile accident. Only these three Slovaks receive consistently 
good marks from a broad range of their compatriots. 

It should be clear that what we are dealing with here is as much mem-
ory as it is history. Only for the communist period are we dealing with 
mass personal memory, although that also applies to people now at least 
70 years of age who lived through World War II. But even those memo-
ries compete with the impact of communist power upon memory and na-
tional history. It is difficult to find the border between history and the 
present. 

The first part of this chapter will discuss the role of journalists during 
the communist period in leading a reexamination of certain aspects of 
Slovak history. The second part will consider the role of the post-
communist media as an institution in dealing or not dealing with difficult 
issues in Slovakia’s modern history, the actions of the Slovak State during 
World War II regarding the country’s Jews and the self-evaluation of the 
population’s complicity during 40 years of communist rule. 

During communist days it was said ironically that whoever controlled 
the past controlled the future. Limiting historical debate, it was thought, 
would guarantee that the media could teach the public historical lessons 
that would not be challenged by alternative stories about the past. Unsatis-
factory events in that past would be forgotten. Public memory had to be 
approved. Under such conditions, private memory about certain events 
remained alive, ready to reemerge into public discourse when Commu-
nism fell. But this private memory sometimes reflected the public memory 
of past regimes, sometimes even of earlier incarnations of communist 
thinking. 

What are we to make today of the Slovak past? Does it have a unity? Is 
there a distinctly Slovak experience? (I use Slovak here as an adjective for 
the geographical territory of Slovakia, not for the Slovak ethnic group). 
Stanislav Kirschbaum, taking a primordial approach, has never had any 
doubt about this, but rejoiced in a 2003 article that the rest of western 
scholarship, he thought, had finally recognized this perspective.5 

From the days of the emergence of the Slovak national movement in 
the late 18th and early 19th centuries, its leaders sought to define a spe-
cific Slovak history that was above debate. History was assigned a sup-
porting role in the nationalist cause. Intellectual debate and discussion 
about history was not encouraged. If anything, it was actively discour-
aged. Dissenters sometimes offered different story lines of the past that 
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differed from the official line. Occasionally the official history that was 
put forward had not actually happened. History, like economic develop-
ment, was planned. At its worst, history was falsified and myths were 
created out of nothing. Only since 1989 have professional historians (who 
had been few in number until the 1960s anyway) had the freedom to de-
bate and discuss the past. 

Costica Bradatan argues that the people who lived in the communist 
bloc have to face the past, but that they lack “a proper understanding of 
what the past is.”6 Yet this necessity of facing the past was mandated “to 
make moral judgments, establish responsibilities and accept/deny 
guilt…”7 

Discussing the events of the communist period in Slovakia is particu-
larly fraught with difficulty because many of the leaders of today’s Slova-
kia participated in that earlier society. As one historian put it, these people 
and many others who are active in society do not want to address their 
own complicity in this system. “You know how it was,” they say to each 
other.8 

And we know to some degree how it was. The young Slovak commu-
nist leaders of the late 1940s who led the brutal political cleansings of the 
late 1940s and early 1950s, were themselves purged after they became 
leaders in “Socialism with a Human Face.” A couple of incidents will help 
demonstrate this. 

A so-called “Action Committee” was formed by the Union of Slovak 
Journalists on 27 February 1948, just two days after the communist sei-
zure of power. It expelled 40 journalists from its ranks. One of those 
ousted was Karol Hušek, a Czech who had come to Slovakia before 
World War I and put himself at the service of Slovak journalism for more 
than 30 years. He had headed the Bratislava branch of the Union before 
World War II and was vice-chair of the organization after World War II. 
No matter. “The SUJ forbids you to do any kind of journalistic work, even 
as part-time employment,” a letter from the action committee, chaired by 
Mieroslav Hysko, read. Hušek was ordered to return his membership card 
“in person or by mail” within two weeks. Without that card he could not 
work as a journalist.9 

In May 1963, Hysko was the primary speaker at a conference of Slo-
vak journalists that marked a frontal attack on the communist party au-
thorities. The primary theme of the attack focused on the issue of national 
discrimination against Slovaks. Hysko even used the term “bourgeois 
Czechoslovakism,” thus attacking the party leadership on two fronts: for 
not really being communists; and for being against equal rights for Slo-
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vaks. But an important supporting theme was the journalists’ desire to 
recover Slovak history. Several speakers called for the rehabilitation of 
the Slovak understanding of the Slovak National Uprising of 1944, many 
of whose leaders had been condemned as nationalist and anti-communist. 

What is important is that it was journalists, primarily those based in 
Bratislava since party control was too strong outside the capital, who 
started down that road. It was not the politicians or historians who led the 
reexamination, although the latter quickly joined the journalists’ cause. In 
contrast to the Czech case, journalists as a group took on a more important 
leading role in this movement than did writers. (This can be explained 
partly by the fact that so many Slovak writers had been co-opted by the 
regime, and partly by the fact that those writers who more openly sup-
ported the regime, worked alongside journalists as what they called “pub-
licists,” something akin to the notion of public intellectuals serving the 
state.) 

The printed press emerged as the center of this movement, with recent 
history as an important focus, most particularly the Slovak National Up-
rising of 1944 and the purges in the early days of Communism. Young 
historians crossed over into the media at times as publicists, including 
individuals such as L’ubomír Lipták, one of the two most important Slo-
vak historians of the 20th century, and Samo Falťan. Gustáv Husák, who 
had been purged and imprisoned as the leader of the Communist Party of 
Slovakia in the early 1950s, also weighed in with his own interpretation of 
the Uprising, which he had helped to lead. 

The history of the Slovak State was not discussed during the reform 
communist period. To speak or write positively in any way about the Slo-
vak State was taboo and not immediately relevant to journalists’ or politi-
cians’ concerns. Historians began to look more closely at earlier periods 
of Slovak history, but journalists found them uninteresting. 

In June 1969, members of the Communist Party of the College of Arts 
and Sciences (Filozofická fakulta) at Comenius University gathered to 
discuss the post-invasion situation. It was clear to most people at the 
meeting what way things were going. A crackdown was coming. The only 
question was when it would come and how hard it would be. Mieroslav 
Hysko was now on the faculty of the journalism department, which he had 
joined after the events of 1963. He raised his hand, asking to speak. He 
walked to the platform and pulled out of his jacket pocket a manuscript. 
The audience fell silent as it listened to a condemnation of the way things 
were going. We lived through lies before, Hysko said, and many of us 
were once accomplices in those lies. He would not be a part of that again. 
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He took out his party membership card and threw it on the table at the 
front of the room. He was leaving the party, he said. 

After the invasion of Czechoslovakia by the Soviet Union and four 
other states, supervision of the Slovak news media became the responsi-
bility of the Slovak Office of Press and Information, subsumed in 1980 
under the Federal Office of Press and Information (FÚTI). Journalists 
were provided with guidelines about when and how to write about chap-
ters of Slovak history, usually on the occasion of anniversaries. The origi-
nal distortions of the history of the Slovak National Uprising and the 
purges were eliminated to some degree. 

The revolt of the journalists and the challenge it provided to contempo-
rary history deserves special attention because it shows not only how a 
historical event or historical period became important in politics, but also 
how the reexamination of that period changed its original meaning. 
Marína Zavacká is right to remind us that the “bourgeois nationalists” 
celebrated by the journalists were nonetheless communists.10 But in the 
process the “bourgeois nationalists” became a national symbol, and the 
treatment of what happened to them could be used as a justification to 
raise other historical questions. 

The fall of communist rule in Czechoslovakia in 1989 opened the door 
to a less-politicized study of history, but politicized history did not disap-
pear. In fact, it inserted itself vigorously into the public square where pro-
fessional historians tread carefully. 

The study of the history of the World War II Slovak State, established 
at the behest of Nazi Germany, provides ample opportunity to examine 
how post-communist Slovakia, or at least its historians and journalists, are 
reexamining the past. Thomas E. Fischer has argued that coming to terms 
with what happened in the Slovak State is crucial for the development of a 
democratic society.11 

The face of Slovak journalism is quite different today than it was be-
fore Communism fell, perhaps more so than anywhere else in the former 
communist bloc. Almost the entire enterprise is staffed by people who 
came of age after the Velvet Revolution. Several years ago, one researcher 
commented that it used to be that anyone who had been in journalism less 
than five years was considered a beginner, whereas today anyone with 
five years of experience is considered a veteran. Political influence in the 
press has dropped dramatically since the fall of Vladimír Mečiar from 
power in 1998. In 2005, the organization Reporters sans frontières listed 
Slovakia as having the eighth freest journalism in the world, just behind a 
seven-way tie for first. That ranking would have improved even further a 
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short time later, when the politician Pavol Rusko lost control of the 
Markíza television channel, which for the previous decade had been the 
most-watched channel in the country and in whose news reports Rusko 
was known to have intervened. It might be argued, however, that the free-
dom that is generally evident in the Slovak news media today reflects a 
certain neutering of the role of the press. In recent years the Slovak news 
media have primarily reflected the public debate, rather than being in-
volved in it in their own right. (Many American journalists would argue 
that that is the proper role of the news media, although that clashes with 
the commitment to “watchdogism” by modern American journalism.) 

Stan Kirschbaum points out that “in post-1989 Slovak politics, the 
Slovak State was the object of vigorous public discussion, quite polemical 
at times….”12 During most of the communist period, the Slovak State had, 
in contrast, been off limits, sometimes practically a terra incognita.13 This 
immediate post-communist debate often took place in the press, but it was 
generated by politicians and publicist historians, not by journalists, who 
usually only reported on it. Historians who supported the nationalist Prime 
Minister Vladimír Mečiar saw themselves as “guardians of collective 
memory and identity,” not as people whose professional values are above 
the nation.14 What emerged first was not a careful historical, sociological, 
or ethnological study, but prosecutorial charges and counter-charges, a not 
surprising development when it is remembered that people who had ex-
perienced these life-and-death matters were being allowed for the first 
time in 40 years to discuss them.15 Supporters and defenders of the Slovak 
State, including several people who had played leading roles in that state, 
as well as amateur historians, were able for the first time to present their 
arguments to the Slovak public. They blamed individuals for the “mis-
takes” that were made, and said that the system of the time itself should 
not be criticized. The deportation of Jews was blamed on Prime Minister 
Vojtech Tuka, or other radicals.16 The arguments combined a latent anti-
Semitism with a strong nationalist accent and a commitment to a Roman 
Catholic Slovakia. 

Defenders of the Slovak State’s treatment of the Jews tried to 
strengthen their arguments by demeaning the qualifications of profes-
sional historians who had exercised their craft during the communist pe-
riod. The Slovak State’s apologists rarely addressed the specific questions 
raised by such historians, arguing instead that the latter had written history 
during communist rule and were thus tainted. In reality, some of Slova-
kia’s best communist-era historians had operated in a gray zone, on some 
occasions writing ideological material on the orders of party authorities 
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while on other occasions trying to stretch the boundaries of what was 
permitted.17 Under the Mečiar regime the primacy of the publicist histo-
rian drained away some of the resources from professional historians.18 

The debate seems to have changed few minds because it was, in es-
sence, a political debate, not a historical one. A poll by Zora Bútorová in 
1993 included several questions about the wartime Slovak State. One of 
them asked whether the new post-communist Slovakia should consider 
itself a successor of the Slovak State. Just over 20 percent said “yes” or 
“more yes than no,” while 58 percent said “no” or “more no than yes.” 
The evaluation of Jozef Tiso was more complicated. In it 25 percent said 
that he should be viewed positively or more positively than negatively, 
while 42.5 percent said he should be viewed negatively or more nega-
tively than positively, and 18 percent said both.19 The more moderate view 
of Tiso probably reflects two things: first, that he was a Roman Catholic 
priest; and second, that he was executed in 1947, which some people be-
lieve was the result of Czech pressure. 

The populist and nationalist historians achieved their greatest success 
with the publication, with the assistance of the European Union PHARE 
fund, of 80,000 copies of Dejiny Slovenska a Slovákov in 1996, designated 
for use as a history handbook in Slovak schools, part of the triumph of 
nationalist populism.20 Professional Slovak historians issued a strongly-
worded protest.21 After an international uproar, the then prime minister 
Vladimír Mečiar acknowledged that “some parts of the book are inade-
quate or historically incorrect,” and promised to remove it from schools, 
although he left copies in teachers’ libraries.22 After Mečiar’s defeat a 
year later, the divisions among historians narrowed.23 

In contrast, attitudes to the Slovak National Uprising were much more 
positive, despite the vigorous efforts of émigré historians.24 More than 80 
percent agreed with the statement that the Uprising “was an expression of 
resistance of the Slovaks to Fascism and we should therefore be proud of 
it,” 11.4 percent disagreed.25 

In spring 2004, Slovak Television, after a delay by its director, showed 
a moving documentary, “Love Your Neighbor,” (Miluj blížneho svojho), 
about a pogrom, on 24 September 1945, against Jews in Topol’čany.26 
The program traced the history of Slovak–Jewish relations in the spa town 
and reviewed the extensive wartime deportations, then focused on the 
pogrom itself. The producers found some locals who still speak chillingly 
against Jews, even when there are no longer any in the town. Following 
the program, eight intellectuals, including historian Ivan Kamenec, dis-
cussed it. Only Ján Čarnogurský took issue with the program, saying that 
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it unfairly blamed the Roman Catholic Church. In spite of the efforts of 
partisans of the Slovak State to blame individuals or Nazis for the deporta-
tion and murder of Slovak Jews during World War II, it is clear that this 
pogrom was carried out by Slovaks. In effect, it challenged the Slovak 
State’s defenders. In the fall of 2005, nearly a year and a half after the 
program was aired, the Mayor of Topoľčany, on behalf of the city council, 
apologized for the pogrom. 

The documentary, by its nature a form of journalism that takes a posi-
tion, cast the Holocaust in Slovakia in black-and-white terms, and got past 
some careful media presentations that tried to contextualize the Slovak 
State and its leaders.27 In April 2005, a one-man play about Tiso opened in 
Bratislava, based mostly on Tiso’s writings and speeches, in one of which 
Tiso remarks that he will not allow Slovaks to die to save the Jews. Press 
coverage was modest because Actor Marian Labuda refused to give inter-
views. Neo-fascists threatened to blow up the theatre.28 

Public debate on pre-communist Slovak history continues in intellec-
tual publications.29 The evidence about the Holocaust, however, has be-
come undeniable in public life, as evidenced when President Ivan 
Gašparovič apologized in 2006 to Israel: “I come from a country that did 
not avoid the brown plague—as we call Fascism—and, unfortunately, did 
not avoid deportations of Jews either … The Holocaust is the darkest stain 
in human history.”30 

In the modern world, the relationship of mass media, especially jour-
nalism, to nation is complex. Some scholars argue that nationalism in the 
press can help provide a defense against globalization.31 In the Slovak 
case, one could argue that a national agenda had moved to the fore after 
1968, strengthened in 1989, and moved to a position of crucial importance 
in 1992 because of the uncertainties related to the division of Czechoslo-
vakia and the loss of its state identity, as well as the disappearance of the 
required socialist identity of communist days.32 Thus initially, journalism 
provided a sympathetic ear to a nationalist agenda, represented especially 
by the efforts of nationalist politicians to praise the wartime Slovak State. 
As the future of the new Slovak Republic seemed more assured, however, 
journalists became less sympathetic, especially when professional histori-
ans aggressively presented a more nuanced view of the Slovak State.33 

Coming to terms with the communist experience has been more diffi-
cult. The re-runs of the communist-era spy-thriller “Major Zeman” that 
began on Czech television a couple of years ago received international 
attention.34 Critics wondered how programs that glorify the communist 
system could be shown again. It reflected nostalgia for the popular culture 
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of late Communism, which had been nearly empty of ideology.35 Public 
television in Slovakia showed its own communist-era series, a historical 
portrayal of the Slovak National Uprising of 1944. The series is based on 
the writings of Viliam Plevza, an adviser to the late communist leader 
Gustáv Husák, and reflects Husak’s view of the Uprising.36 It is no differ-
ent than a US film that glorifies the pre-Civil War South, but when public 
understanding of the past in Slovakia is distorted, it only confuses the 
issue, particularly when entertainment programs are watched by more 
people than are news broadcasts, and most importantly, when television 
generally carries more impact than any other medium. 

Much remains to be learned about the communist period. This is much 
more characteristic of Slovakia than the Czech Republic because the post-
1968 regime had greater legitimacy in Slovakia than in the Czech Repub-
lic, ironically in part because of the success of the journalists’ protests 
discussed above.37 The republics’ differing views on the legitimacy of the 
post-1968 regime also reflects the fact that many Czechs who had initially 
supported the communist regime after 1948, felt especially betrayed by 
the Soviet invasion.38 

Even historians who toiled in the fields of Clio during the communist 
era are difficult to characterize. While a few collaborated closely with the 
regime, others quietly published important work in out-of-the-way jour-
nals, while some—mostly in the Czech Lands—engaged in dissident his-
tory.39 Like other people in Czechoslovakia, they were “tangibly influ-
enced by fear in their activities and achievements.”40 After 1989 some 
historians acknowledged their complicity, but rarely studied it.41 

What has not been examined so much is the daily life of compromise 
and avoidance. This determined forgetting has remained the dominant 
public stance on the history of the communist period. It is hard enough to 
write about ordinary lives, particularly when confronted with the knowl-
edge of how people dealt with fear and ambition or the desire to make the 
best of the situation in which they found themselves. Such topics are not 
suitable material for journalistic treatment. 

Historians in Slovakia writing about the communist period not only 
first have to gather factual information, but they are also faced with the 
challenge of learning new historical approaches developed in the profes-
sion abroad, and they must also engage in some comparative history.42 

Most Slovak historiography about the communist period has focused 
on the periods of crisis or dramatic change, where it is easier to ascribe 
guilt and innocence to individuals. The crackdown on various institutions, 
particularly the church, following the commencement of communist rule, 
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is a gripping story.43 Most of its perpetrators have either died, or had al-
ready retired to private life in the 1950s, and in some respects have been 
forgotten. The people most responsible for cooperation with the Soviet 
masters following the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 are few in 
number, and also often advanced in years. The heroes of the reforms of 
the 1960s received their appreciations very soon after 1989, although their 
association with communist rule complicated judgments about their mer-
its. Some of them became dissidents out of necessity, so they were not 
strictly speaking anti-communist heroes. The public wanted to distance 
itself from its own involvement with Communism. 

A wedge pushing journalists and the public into coming to terms with 
behavior during the communist period is the Institute for the Memory of 
the Nation, established in 2003. On its website are records both of the 
World War II Center of State Security, and of the secret police of the 
communist period.44 Its journal, the quarterly Pamät národa, provides a 
venue for historians who wish to delve into the topic of individual col-
laboration with the Nazi and communist regimes. The institute provides 
journalists with a legitimate public institution that can discuss issues of 
the communist period, thus overcoming the problems caused by the reluc-
tance of public figures to introduce these topics. 

In early 2005, Ján Langoš, then the institute’s head, reported that 
Archbishop Ján Sokol, vice-chair of the Conference of Slovak Bishops, 
had been registered in secret police records as an agent.45 By July, the 
newspaper Sme reported that more than a quarter of the deans in Sokol’s 
archdiocese had also been agents.46 After a few church denials, the issue 
disappeared from view until an interview aired on 27 December 2006 by 
the all-news channel TA3, in which Sokol praised the wartime Slovak 
State and its president, Jozef Tiso. This statement, combined with the 
earlier reports of Sokol’s cooperation with the secret police, again brought 
to the forefront the issue of individual behavior during the communist 
period. Journalists contrasted statements by Sokol and other church offi-
cials with comments by historians and politicians of differing outlooks. 
Daniel C. Hallin has argued persuasively that that the media in the United 
States did not persuade the people of the US to turn against the Vietnam 
War.47 The emergence of alternative official points of view in Slovakia is 
providing journalists there with the opportunity to begin to report the 
complicated history of the communist period. 

In spring 2004, I was a guest speaker in a journalism history class at 
Comenius University. The discussion moved beyond history to politics 
and the place of media coverage of politics. The students had learned the 
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theoretical lesson that the press should not be in bed with politicians, but 
should play the watchdog role. These students have no memory of living 
under Communism; they were four years old at the time of the Velvet 
Revolution. I asked them whether they would have been party members or 
dissidents if they had been living in those days. Dissidents, they all an-
swered. Children often don’t know what went on in their parents’ lives 
before they were born or for the early years of their lives.48 But these Slo-
vak parents, having been complicit in the communist system, are not 
likely to talk about those days either. If parents aren’t interested, and the 
children aren’t interested, the news media will not pursue these topics. 
Coming to terms with the past will happen only when people outside the 
media raise the issues in such a way that the media are compelled to ad-
dress them. This occurred with the occasional publication of the names of 
secret agents. 

How Slovaks think about history and the past, and the meaning and use 
that it has for them, derives largely from the mediated versions of history 
disseminated through the media. Generally, analyses and discussions of 
complex, controversial and difficult issues do not lend themselves to me-
dia treatment. The clear connection of the historical evaluation of the Slo-
vak State with contemporary politics finally helped journalism and jour-
nalists to address historical issues of complicity. Few professional histori-
ans joined the defenders of the Slovak State. 

Much of the period of communist rule in Slovakia, however, remains 
an enigma. Today’s historians grew up in that period. So did the majority 
of adult Slovaks. They have different memories and believe different 
truths. Most of Slovakia’s journalists are young enough to not have adult 
memories of the communist period. On their own they are unlikely to 
follow up stories about that period. But the gradual democratization of 
Slovakia is leading to the development of a variety of official institutions 
and political outlooks, laying the groundwork for a debate about the past, 
a debate that will reach much further through society in Slovakia because 
the news media will be able to report alternative and conflicting view-
points. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This piece is intended as a contribution to the classic debate over the rela-

tionship between morality and politics. On a general level, it deals with 

the intriguing way in which this relationship has evolved in the contempo-

rary era especially since 1989 in former communist countries, and with 

the profound manner in which this evolving relationship is bound up with 

the perception of the recent, communist past. In my opinion, simultaneous 

reflection on morality and politics should be seen as central to the under-

standing of post-communist revisionism, since moralistic as well as mor-

alizing discourses have greatly increased their force and are enormously 

widespread in the political lives of countries which once belonged to the 

Soviet bloc. Moral credibility is conceived as a crucial form of capital, 

and moral blackmail often proves a most effective tool in the hands of 

those aiming to discredit others. 

More specifically, I shall explore the continuities and discontinuities in 

the ways the two realms are connected in Hungary, and how this is inter-

related with current Hungarian historical culture, which is also highly 

relevant politically.1 In doing this, I will point both to the announced “re-

vision of ourselves” and the attempted revision of morals, consensually 

supported and, what is more, established as one of the central promises of 

the change of regime, and to the striking continuities. These can some-

times appear in novel forms which, however, barely hide the essential 

similarities of content. I shall use the complex and telling case of percep-

tions of the political and moral role that János Kádár played in Hungarian 

history, to illustrate a number of my more abstract points and to make 

some further ones. At the end of my paper, I shall make a number of rec-

ommendations. 
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Let me first clarify my stance on the issue of moralizing politics and 

the understanding of the recent past, which I conceive of as simultaneous 

and interrelated processes in post-communist countries. The overall im-

pression one gets is that even though manifold revisions were thought 

necessary in the transition/transformation period, with moral revisionism 

in particular declared as the normative preference, and thus continuities 

have been ritually condemned when they have been addressed, various 

sides have tended to accuse other sides of exhibiting continuity. Self-

examination has remained the exception rather than the rule, and therefore 

I would argue that self-righteousness still prevails almost unchallenged, 

while the superficial and seemingly enormous changes hide deeper conti-

nuities. The major trend in post-communist Hungary is to externalize 

blame and find others guilty, without groups and individuals openly ques-

tioning themselves or examining their own involvement. This type of 

thinking was described by Péter Nádas, among others, as the logic of dic-

tatorships, which function precisely because they can often enough make 

people look for problems not in themselves but in their (human) environ-

ment.2 Moreover, they are able to deflect criticism from systematic prob-

lems and the mechanisms that perpetuate the dictatorship to individual 

sinners. This anthropomorphic conception of problems as human short-

comings makes people express dissatisfaction with their rulers in a way 

that sees their replacement as individuals the most they can hope for. In 

other words, attention is shifted to secondary issues.3 Moreover, the con-

stant complaints uttered in the absence of the person who is held responsi-

ble, or even accused, are basic to such political cultures that are interre-

lated with the broader “cultures of complaint” so characteristic of Eastern 

Europe. Instead of creating forums to help solve problems, people often 

stick to forums which they know are not suited to such purposes. It is 

ironic that a habit which was one of the defense mechanisms under the 

former dictatorship (namely blaming) that could often be justified in that 

political environment (after all, it often represented the search for the re-

sponsibility of those who were unaccountable, and was thus, even if po-

litically insufficient, certainly not unnecessary), survived the fall of the 

dictatorship to assume a more questionable role. Adam Michnik, among 

others, reflected on several occasions on the different status of the at-

tempts to moralize (about) Communism and politics prior to and after 

1989, claiming that many arguments that under the dictatorship could 

qualify as moralistic, afterwards would be no more than moralizing, even 

if they were used by the same people—which has by no means always 

been the case.4 
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MORALITY AND POLITICS: MAJOR TRENDS 

 

In this section I shall reflect on the major transformation in the way moral 

questions began to be related to politics. This had already started in the 

later decades of the communist regimes, when it was done most signifi-

cantly by people who belonged to the opposition. The collapse of Com-

munism and the way it has been understood in the mainstream, crucially 

including Communism’s moral delegitimization, enormously strengthened 

the novel way of relating the two fields, and moralized politics, at least on 

the surface. 

In mainstream Western political theory a certain difference between 

the spheres of morality and politics tends to be accepted. Since Machia-

velli, as the history of political theory is conventionally narrated, the basic 

canon has been that what is politically good is not necessarily morally 

righteous, and vice versa. Politics is about the common good and power, 

and political acts should be measured by the utilitarian criteria of their 

usefulness in the first place—the end to a certain extent justifying the 

means. Thus, when we analyze these two spheres and their relationship, 

we ought to remember that politics is about good and bad, while morality 

is about good and evil. Common sense tells us that though the two stan-

dards cannot be completely separated, neither moral, nor political criteria 

can be strictly applied to judge the “other sphere.” Only a pure idealist 

would conflate these two types of criteria, and only a complete cynic 

would deny their interrelation. 

Starting with the war crimes trials that followed the Allied victory in 

the Second World War and the acceptance of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, and more forcefully in the 1970s with the signing of the 

Helsinki accords, Carter’s increased (presidential) stress on human rights 

issues and the emergence of democratic oppositions in East Central 

Europe, the idea of keeping morality and politics apart came under attack. 

How to reconnect them properly, how to promote a new, moral kind of 

politics, was high on the agenda of many individuals and groups in oppo-

sition already prior to 1989. Questions of dignity (which can and ought to 

be maintained in the face of political defeat), and the vision of history in 

which moral righteousness also has (at least some) political validity, were 

crucial to the self-understanding of the marginalized though often extraor-

dinary intellectuals who comprised the democratic opposition in Hungary, 

a national case in some ways similar to those of Czechoslovakia and Po-

land. This revision of the relationship between politics and morality under 

Communism was clearly polemical in intent. 
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While in power, communist rulers legitimized themselves in grandiose 

historical fashion, claiming that all history inevitably led up to their at-

tainment of power. They claimed to think of human history as working 

according to knowable mechanisms towards progress and the ultimate 

attainment of an ideal society, and, in line with this, considered history to 

be an amoral court of judgment, distinguishing essentially only between 

progressives and reactionaries. In this epic struggle everything and any-

thing was permitted on the part of the historically righteous, while their 

opponents were classified as enemies of human liberation. The supposi-

tion of their evil nature could then occasionally be scaled down to regard-

ing them as people who had been misled into supporting the wrong side, 

who deviated from the right line and the good political nature of the 

“communist political animal.” Sometimes subjective supporters were un-

covered as objective enemies (the “self-purification of the communists” 

was initiated), at other times subjective enemies were judged to have no 

objectively harmful impact (the “delay of complete purification” was al-

lowed). 

In short, the communist project was a fundamentally moral one, but 

communists accepted a version of history that was meaningfully designed 

but fundamentally amoral in its unfolding. Hence, in the self-presentation 

of these regimes, communist crimes were without moral significance and 

deeds were to be judged only according to the utilitarian criterion of 

whether they had helped the greater cause (of progress and the ultimate 

attainment of an ideal society). The bet for or against Communism was 

more than somewhat Pascalian. 

Living under communist regimes and in such a(n) (a)moral environ-

ment, members of the democratic opposition proposed a revolution of 

morals and human dignity. Dissidents in various countries of the Soviet 

bloc wanted to attain the recognition of communist crimes as crimes. This 

struggle for recognition was among their top priorities. Their consistently 

applied moral standard implied that the distinction between crimes and 

“progressive crimes” ought to be discarded, and that there should be no 

more political abuse of morals. A firm moralistic discourse ought to re-

place the communist type of moralizing, evidently based on double stan-

dards, on politically charged, only seemingly moral, judgments. With the 

(re-)introduction of a pure moral standard, they aimed at moral improve-

ments, and at a widespread “revision of ourselves.” This moralistic wish 

for recognition was the strongest means of oppressed (and otherwise po-

litically disarmed) minorities courageous enough to oppose the dictator-

ship which made claims on their lives. These people aimed at a non-
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violent confrontation with the Soviet Behemoth, and ultimately at a moral 

delegitimization of the Soviet-type regimes, which would in turn trigger 

political changes. 

What the major intellectual trend critical of the regime used to do was 

to measure the regime’s realities against its own professed ideals, and to 

point to shortcomings. Though this type of socialist dissidence could at 

times be extremely powerful, it can still be regarded as internal criticism, 

since it shared the ideals of the regime it criticized. It was revisionist in 

intent. With the fading of reformist hopes, which suffered a severe blow 

with the suppression of the Prague Spring, this was gradually replaced by 

an external type of criticism, aiming to hold the regime responsible for 

upholding standards it did not declare as its own. This novel opposition 

strategy was first designed by Polish dissidents in the mid-1970s, whose 

ideas and practices clearly influenced Czechoslovak and Hungarian dissi-

dents. Its most famous formulation can be found in Adam Michnik’s 

seminal essay “A New Evolutionism.” To use metaphors taken from the 

sports world, the most respected dissidents first tried to defeat communist 

regimes in what was a home game to such regimes, before they brought 

them to play an away game. In Hungary this trend could be observed with 

particular clarity, since several of the most important members of the lib-

erally-oriented Democratic Opposition were previously disciples of 

Lukács, and wrote significant Marxist revisionist tracts. In Hungary, the 

turning point came around 1977. The volume Marx a negyedik évtizedben 

revealed that many former “revisionists” had reached the limits of Marxist 

criticism, and accepted its limited usefulness in understanding the world. 

Parallel to the emergence of democratic oppositions proposing and 

propagating a revolution of morals, which in some cases can be seen as 

replacing their former belief in the communist utopia, in recent decades, 

and not only in formerly communist countries, there has been much focus 

on oppression, crimes, suffering and immorality. This has led to the emer-

gence of an historical-cultural environment abundant with demands for 

the recognition of crimes, usually the ones committed against one’s own 

group, however defined. Frequently, this has also led to severe competi-

tions over which crime to recognize, on what level (with questions such as 

“genocide or not” high on the agenda), and in what way (providing resti-

tution or not, to whom, in what measure or form, etc.). Though mutual 

recognition of oppression, humiliation, suffering, and dignity would be 

ideal, the current environment can be better understood analytically by 

using the approach and methods of comparative martyrology, as various 

(organized) groups are fighting for the recognition of their claim to mar-
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tyrdom, while not being eager to recognize other groups’ claims, even if 

of similar nature. This is why much of this practice can be called moraliz-

ing; many lack the willingness to apply one single standard, and wish to 

further political aims with their morally charged arguments. Given the 

narcissistic nature of memory, which makes us remember the pain in-

flicted on us more strongly than pain which we inflict on others, some of 

this is understandable. I have to add though that agents aiming to establish 

what should be the relevant, remembered crimes are frequently not from 

among those who have personal memories of their cause. In sum, and 

generally speaking, the current environment is characterized by an unfor-

tunate lack of interest and respect for others’ suffering (that would be 

similar to what is demanded of others), and only relatively few cases of 

conscious and honest self-positioning, in spite of the abundance of moral 

claims. It is an environment in which battles over memory and victimhood 

assume central legitimating importance. Therefore, both cultural and po-

litical stakes are simply too high for this practice not to turn almost com-

pletely into a competition over power. 

However we may assess such developments, they clearly imply that the 

question of evil is moving ever closer to the center of the stage, as the main 

political and historical problem of our age. Evil is now something we have 

to understand, condemn, and fight. Once again it seems to have become an 

unavoidable political problem, no longer a mere moral criterion. For Leib-

niz, the question might have been how to explain the (seeming) existence of 

evil in a world that is fundamentally good. For us, with the experience of 

the 20th century behind us, the problem is likely to take a different form: 

how can we recognize and try to understand evil without accepting it, and 

how can we best defend ourselves against its real presence? 

The recognition of the presence of evil—this fundamental moral (as well 

as ontological) issue—seems to have played a significant role in the col-

lapse of communist regimes, or at least it certainly influences the ways this 

process, culminating in the annus mirabilis of 1989, tends to be narrated in 

much of mainstream scholarship. Besides the story of economic irrational-

ity, insufficiency, and bankruptcy, the focus is on crimes and what is pre-

sented as a moralistic (and post factum) opposition to the communist dicta-

torship, which can be called “human self-defense against evil.” This has a 

counterpart in the idea of resistance through culture, used by some prestig-

ious intellectuals, notably in Romania, such as Patapievici.5 

In the case of Hungary, the significant presence of this moralistic dis-

course is understandable in a certain sense, as it provides the only way to 

narrate how people from within and outside (divided over their judgments 
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of the role of those working within the system and the merits of that sys-

tem as well) could come to an agreement in 1989. Denying that what hap-

pened constituted an unprincipled, pragmatic agreement of elite groups, 

this agreement had to happen through a moral improvement in terms of 

the sides relating to each other while this improvement also had to take 

place on the communist side itself. The communist’s authority was rather 

weak, and insufficient without the addition of a source of justification in 

the form of a promise, a promise to improve. One might say that 1989 

constituted a crucial chapter in their lengthy Bildungsroman. From a 

moral point of view, based on ideas of repentance and forgiveness, and an 

investment of hope in an increasing role for moral conscience, one can 

hardly deny them the right to attempt this. Curiously, with this shared 

acceptance of the need for moral improvement, the moral illegitimacy of 

Communism was accepted even by the (successors of the) communists. 

There was a curious moral self-delegitimization in 1989 in order to make 

a claim to starting anew, which from a critical perspective could appear 

like a general assigning of blame to one’s own side in order to pre-empt 

what would then be judged as mere “scapegoating.” 

Though its essential function is understandable, on the other hand, this 

discourse of the moral delegitimization of Communism does not make 

much analytical sense if one looks at the historical record. Skeptically, 

one might ask how it can be that certain crimes committed in the 1930s or 

1950s did not delegitimize the communist establishment in the 1960s and 

1970s, while they did so in the late 1980s? The intense moral questioning 

was preceded by the recognition of the system’s failure, and this bank-

ruptcy made the immorality obvious, as the communist project with fun-

damentally moral aims and immoral means turned out to have achieved 

none of its aims—while unquestionably relying on immoral means. The 

events of major importance in 1956, starting with Khruschev’s secret 

speech, initiated an ambiguous admission of moral bankruptcy from the 

top, but in the absence of powerful enough reasons in other realms it 

failed to lead to a moral (and political) discrediting of the system. In 1989, 

the crucial difference was not the novel recognition of moral insuffi-

ciency, but the admission of political and economic failure, which was 

then automatically understood as a moral failure too. In sum, the centrality 

of moral discourse made sense politically, and its use was politically mo-

tivated. At the same time, being primarily politically motivated, it does 

not make so much sense analytically. 

It is of special significance that the morally dubious character of the 

communist era as such, its unacceptable immorality and unbearable moral 
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record, have emerged as major discursive ways to address the period. One 

might go as far as to claim that while in power, the communist authorities 

took responsibility for everything (not necessarily in detail, but in gen-

eral), so now that their project has proven a failure they have to take the 

blame for all the imperfections. Some claim that this is only logical; there 

is a certain logic in assigning blame and responsibility to them, taking 

their promises as the basis of judgment. However, this might lead to ab-

surd conclusions, such as the not only false, but also (within core Western 

countries) anachronistic idealization of some other path of development, 

notably the essentialized “Western” one. 

 

 

BASIC POLITICAL AND SOCIAL TRANSFORMATIONS, AND 

THE ROLE OF HISTORIANS 

 

To approach the new role of moral arguments in politics and the question 

of how this phenomenon is interrelated with our understanding of Com-

munism in a more comprehensive manner, a brief presentation of the ba-

sics of societal transformation in the period under question focusing on 

public opinion is needed, together with some thoughts on the changes in 

the role of the historian. Let us now turn to these issues. 

The period since 1989 is often presented as constituting a major trans-

formation, and even as an unprecedented wave of simultaneous major 

political and economic reorganization. On the other hand it can also be 

pictured as the time of the “great miracle of the small transformation,” 

since it has offered few opportunities for upward social mobility (though 

many might have converted various forms of capital into other kinds—

primarily political into economic) and cultural change (as usual) has taken 

place at a much slower pace than political and economic change, and of-

ten in “unpredictable” (unforeseen, perhaps even unforeseeable) direc-

tions.6 Since the acceptance of capitalism and of growing inequality 

among citizens has certainly remained a minority position, the (by no 

means overwhelming, to say the least) support for the post-1989 transfor-

mation was to a significant extent based on optimistic predictions about 

the future. The failure of the new epoch to fulfill many of these expecta-

tions led to growing skepticism and disappointment within a few years 

after 1989.7 According to opinion polls, in the case of Hungary by 1992–

1993, negative sentiments concerning the changes were much more com-

mon than positive ones. Since then, this generally negative evaluation has 

become less widespread, but the initial trend (higher numbers of disap-
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pointed than of contented people) has never been reversed. In Hungary, 

the transition failed people exactly in the areas where they had strongest 

hopes: for example, that living standards would increase and life would 

become easier. Only a tiny minority feel such changes have actually oc-

curred. Linked to this is the fact that favorable assessments (typically and 

somewhat enigmatically assumed to be based on nostalgia) of the previous 

regime and era (strangely enough, these two terms are often used inter-

changeably in Hungarian) remain strong, especially among the older and 

less educated parts of the population. Etatist and anti-capitalist opinions 

are shared by majorities on both sides of the major political divide, com-

monly referred to as the left and the right, while the number of people 

with liberal convictions has barely increased over the almost two decades 

that have now passed since 1989. 

What divides the two sides in Hungary most strongly is their relation-

ship with the past, especially Communism and symbolic matters above all 

national ones. Since cultural issues have been moving to the center of 

contemporary political and academic discourse, as can be seen both in the 

unexpected revival of religious conceptions of differences and in the 

forcefulness of ethnicist biases surrounding the novel ways of dealing 

with “ethnic others” (emerging for instance in the enormous attention 

devoted to migrants and their specificities), it is little wonder that the issue 

of Communism polarizes people in post-communist times, especially if 

we also consider that meaningful options and alternative action plans are 

largely absent. Considerable political and cultural capital has been in-

vested in order to create and strengthen this divide, and sometimes con-

sciously, sometimes not, since it serves as one of the surest ways to 

strengthen allegiances, and to mobilize people in case of perceived need. 

In Hungary, the right-wing tends to maintain that its “righteous support-

ers” are still unfairly suffering from oppression inflicted under Commu-

nism and by the continuing dominance of people who profit from the leg-

acy of those times, while the left can be held together by the fear of anti-

communist, right-wing radicalism, aroused by regularly pointing to threats 

which can seem quite real in the light of the shaking of the previous 

(communist) anti-fascist consensus. The defense of the anti-fascist con-

sensus, which has actually undergone multiple revisions since an open-

ended discussion of the relationship between Communism and Fascism 

began immediately after freedom was won, is a major political demand in 

post-communist times. Given that right-wing conservatism and radicalism 

are related in ways that are rare in more solidly established Western de-

mocracies, where the level of knowledge concerning what is democratic 
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and acceptable is higher, this threat is partly real. However, it is also fre-

quently exaggerated for political purposes by the left. 

In such an environment of high hopes and constant promises coupled 

with the (on the surface almost universally agreed upon) agenda of moral 

renewal and political and cultural investment in divisions over matters of 

the past, it is easy to understand that moral questioning becomes all the 

more severe. Disappointed people who feel cheated and see much hypoc-

risy more easily become morally outraged when morally charged argu-

ments are so widespread. Politicians employ such arguments frequently, 

and thereby try to control them, but they are often turned against them 

whenever they are not judged credible. It is a paradoxical though wide-

spread phenomenon that people do not trust politicians but apply idealistic 

standards when assessing their performances. 

The growing gap between moral discourses and social practices is con-

firmed by the growing strength of anti-Communism in Hungary, including 

its radical variety The idea of holding people responsible for communist 

crimes specifically, or for Communism in general, has become more 

popular over time, though how one judges such questions depends largely 

on ideological and party preferences—so the change might be at least 

partly due to the growing political polarization in Hungary. Around 

80 percent of right-wing voters favor the idea of some form of punishment 

being meted out. Around two-thirds of them would also support the exclu-

sion of communists (though attempts to define this concept could lead to 

endless debate) from public life.8 Note that this would mean a huge 

change in the system, causing massive disruption to the other side while 

(if applied consistently) harming many in their own ranks too. It is diffi-

cult to write of a stable, established democracy when a substantial major-

ity on one side questions the fundamental legitimacy of a large number of 

crucial current actors, and when both sides display great readiness to “un-

cover” the “criminal historical background” of the other side as well as the 

anti-democratic implications of having such a background. 

Having addressed the question of the role of Communism in the pub-

lic and political life of post-communist Hungary, let me now turn to the 

case of professional historians. They have traditionally claimed to enjoy 

a calm isolation which allows them to research and write on more re-

mote topics, and in earlier times many of them would not have felt com-

fortable having to offer politically relevant assessments. The role of the 

historian was traditionally understood as providing objective observa-

tions, balanced presentations and assessments. This detached scholarly 

practice crucially entailed the generally known and widely accepted 
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norm of refraining from passing judgments, including moral judgments. 

To use Weber’s coinage, history was meant to be a value-free scientific 

pursuit as well. This ideal of the historian/scholar prescribes a high level 

of consensus, as it is understood that if two people were to be similarly 

objective they could hardly fail to come to similar conclusions and as-

sessments, once they addressed their disagreements earnestly. This self-

image and self-presentation as objective observer and presenter is based 

on a self-assured (and often unreflected) epistemological stance. It leads 

to the understanding of history as a set of answers and not as a relevant 

and intriguing set of questions addressed by an interpretative historical 

scientific engagement. 

1989 also challenged the established, officially sanctioned (and there-

fore previously basically unquestionable) role of the historian, as self-

declared, detached scholarly pursuits began to be uncovered, and the 

“hermeneutics of suspicion” attracted many in the humanities, especially 

among the younger cohorts. What the “hermeneutics of less naïvety” al-

ready reveals to us is that value choices and judgments, moral positions 

and agency are intricately bound up with the historian’s work, even if this 

has often been denied in the name of a “higher scientific rationality.” 

On top of this change in the climate of opinion, the study of the recent 

past provides historians with additional challenges to their traditional pro-

fessional identity: How can they seem detached and objective when the 

political connotations of their opinions can be identified rapidly and with 

little difficulty? What is the “special access” that a historian has to the 

recent past, which is not granted the “ordinary concerned citizen”? Is the 

historian an expert of superior value on matters of the recent past or is he 

only one among many with different and equally relevant perspectives? 

These are all fundamental questions worth reflecting on. 

It is striking how closely one’s own (usually hidden, effaced) position 

as a historian tends to correlate strongly with one’s (explicitly formulated) 

general assessments, especially in highly contested political environments 

and where interpretations of the recent past can assume decisive force. 

History might be regarded as not much more than past politics, but then 

what if the politics of the present are so crucially connected with those of 

the past? This is characteristic of post-communist political environments, 

in most of which no political side possesses legitimacy that would not be 

profoundly questioned and ultimately denied by some, and attempts to 

obtain historical (or, more broadly, symbolic) legitimization often assume 

far greater importance than is customary in more firmly established liberal 

democracies. 
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Both of these are the case in contemporary Hungary, making the ideal 

of an apolitical historian of the recent past almost unattainable in practice, 

even if it was theoretically possible. Still, even though the possibility of 

apolitical positions is difficult to defend even in theory, and few have 

recently tried to argue for it, convictions at the heart of the discipline warn 

us against moralizing in our argumentation. Through the language of their 

texts historians still aim at impartiality, as they did in the period when the 

traditional ideals were much more widely shared and were still considered 

attainable. This creates a paradoxical environment in which political 

stances and motivations are constantly exposed, although attempts are still 

made to hide them, as the ideal is to deny them as much as possible in-

stead of spelling them out explicitly. 

 

 

THE TWO KINDS OF MORAL REVISIONISM IN HUNGARY 

 

Having discussed the current, novel interrelation between the realms of 

morality and politics and briefly contextualized this problem area in 

post-Communism (through reflecting on the perceptions of the legiti-

macy and credibility of the new regime, as well as of the historian of the 

recent past), let me turn to more specific Hungarian developments, the 

issues of greatest relevance in terms of morality and politics in this his-

torical-political culture. As mentioned earlier, 1989 presented Hungarian 

society with the agenda of revising our ways (and ultimately ourselves), 

which featured a crucial moral component as well. 1989 and its sym-

bolic apogee in Hungary, the reburial of Imre Nagy and his fellow suf-

ferers, meant that though rules were broken at some point, they re-

mained rules and were enforceable, even if only with significant delay. 

1989 offered the comforting thought that although temporarily injustice 

might reign and immoral politicians might seem successful, ultimately 

the force of justice would prove stronger as immorality was, unavoid-

ably, uncovered. This revision reached in 1989 was meant to express on 

the moral level that the original sin of Kádárism was without doubt a 

mortal sin, and the chance to recognize this was provided by history and 

by people’s untainted moral sense. In other words, the morally comfort-

ing thought was that historical justice existed, and to many this also im-

plied that “history has proved us right.”9 

As dealt with in several previous in-depth studies, 1956 provided a 

crucial reference point in 1989. In my assessment, it served as the symbol 

of “no moral compromise” while a political compromise was struck. Con-
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trary to its simplistic interpretation, 1989 was not a reenactment of 1956 

which finally achieved its goals, although this is one of the claims most 

frequently made in political speeches delivered on commemorative occa-

sions such as anniversaries. As has been pointed out by János Rainer, 

1956 served as a warning and a threat in 1989, and recalling it pointed to 

the need to compromise.10 Strangely, already under Kádár the memory of 

1956 (significantly suppressed and subject to many imposed taboos even 

when it was mentioned) served a similar function. It was meant to illus-

trate the superiority of Realpolitik over the irresponsible making of de-

mands, to show that there were “walls,” to use the metaphor made popular 

by the movie by András Kovács from 1968—and it helped to show 

roughly where these walls stood. 

This real political lesson is also the great lesson of Polish history in the 

eyes of many. Heroism might be counter-productive even when coupled 

with righteousness, so goes the tragic conclusion that was drawn under 

Communism and that in many ways influences our present sense of real-

ism. This is the realism of the resigned, which one ought to possess and 

bear with dignity, and which is often directly credited for the achieve-

ments of 1989. At the same time, I find it worth remembering István 

Bibó’s claim, which can be used to counter this attitude of resigned real-

ism. Bibó points out that it can also be politically severely limiting to ac-

cept too much as inevitable, to rate one’s chances too lowly. In other 

words, one should not overestimate one’s possibilities (against which 

there are constant warnings), but neither should one underestimate them. 

In Romania, for instance, the constant references to terror under Commu-

nism, which are typical of the country’s post-communist anti-Communism 

(currently, in late 2006, receiving official sanction), and the accompany-

ing perception of the “rationality of fearing the regime” back then, might 

be seen as the reproduction of what perhaps prevented the development of 

a political opposition—people did not believe that it could be done. Obvi-

ously, whether they could have (and therefore should have) had more 

faith, we shall never know. I only mean to point to one of the greatest 

analytical problems of the totalitarian model, namely its inability to incor-

porate anti-systemic realities and the emergence of oppositions and how it 

in some ways justifies the latter’s absence. In no sense do I wish to have 

the final word on this dilemma of what constituted over- and underestima-

tion. I only wish to point out that what we need to ponder more is which 

of the two might have proved more damaging in Eastern European history 

under Communism, and which is the source of greater danger to democ-

ratic developments today. 
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To return to Hungarian historical culture, as mentioned earlier, the 

Kádárist memory of 1956 was limiting, similar to its role in 1989. But in 

1989 the element of “no moral compromise” was added to it, while the 

political compromises of the round-table negotiations were made. This 

can be judged as a moral pretense, a fictitious moral high ground, espe-

cially when the question arises: What was the legitimacy of the side repre-

senting the authorities? Who or what authorized these discredited and self-

discrediting authorities? This is where the moral improvement argument 

plays such an important role. The authorities could be there because of 

their intentions—their declaration that they would seriously improve and 

change the ways of their discredited past. 

On the other hand, if we question this moral pretense, which undeniably 

played a role in the achievement of the agreement of 1989 and was required 

for the framing of the political compromise, the political compromise itself 

automatically becomes suspect as well. Those who question it also cham-

pion themselves as representing the “true (moral) spirit of 1989” (typically 

phrased as the “spirit of the changing of systems”). They are referring only 

to the “no moral compromise” part of the larger story, which also includes 

the curious (in theory unseemly though in practice possible) combination of 

“no moral compromise” and political compromise. 

1989 presented Hungarian society with an agenda of revising our ways 

that featured a crucial moral component as well. There was agreement on 

this much, but how this revision ought to be carried out divided people 

and political forces from the start. This division (perhaps counter-

intuitively) grew even stronger over time. The nature of the polarization 

could be described as follows. One side argues that one could no longer 

(nor should one) believe in amoral politics. One should condemn those 

who did so and practiced it, and that justice needs to be served through 

our purification from Communism. The other side argues against what 

they perceive as a continuing political abuse of morals (in other words, 

others’ moralizing), and for the acceptance of “unavoidable continuities.” 

This is the program of the constitutional revolution, with lawfulness as its 

key term, which would also mean purification from the spirit of Commu-

nism, and its politically charged moralizing. This side, with “constitutional 

consciousness” on its banner, has maintained its dominance though it feels 

its values are under serious attack and not only because of actions taken 

by political forces, but also since they see too few people ready to defend 

them more than passively. 

The one side recurrently uses the rhetoric of furthering the revolution, 

which in its permanent form is in all likelihood the logic of civil war as 
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well. Its picture of the recent historical world is painted mostly in black 

and white. It conceives of Communism as a megalomaniac attempt, an 

irrational and evil temptation caused by human hubris that meant the 

“rape of society” by a determined, fanatical minority. It prefers to focus 

on the symbolic parts over the real ones. The other picture we are offered 

is overwhelmingly gray. It prefers to look at the pettiness of the way the 

communist regime functioned, the abundant “compromises with reality,” 

the endemic corruption and widespread adaptations, and the multiple 

strategies of involvement. One might say the former upholds the image of 

Stalinism as representing Communism (Stalinism as the “ideal type”), and 

the latter that of post-Stalinism, which in Hungary’s case can be character-

ized more by pragmatism than dogmatism, and by power considerations 

based on the status quo rather than on the ideological commitment to 

transform and remodel. 

The one side judges before making sufficient efforts to assess, the 

other aims to assess in order not to judge. It aims to provide explanations 

in order not to enter the terrain of justifications (and no excuses). The one 

side is primarily moralist, connecting the two standards (that of good and 

bad, and good and evil), the other primarily realist, aiming to show their 

difference. In their extreme manifestations, moralizing can lead to whole-

sale condemnation (implying that one “cannot look for the sources of 

legitimacy and valuable achievements of an evil system”)—the realistic 

approach to essential acquittal (it may have been evil, but more impor-

tantly it was good, not bad).11 Even in their more moderate versions they 

barely touch, as their fundamental principles are not the same. 

These two perspectives are connected to and, what is more, sometimes 

based on, the self-understanding (potentially invented) of the past behav-

ior of the two sides. One side accepts no claim (i.e., accusation) about 

their involvement. Instead, they maintain that they represented the other 

(anti- or at least non-communist, and by implication better and more au-

thentic) Hungary then, and still do so now. The other side sees its history 

as largely unproblematic too, as it is narrated as a story of continuous 

improvements, or reforms, which is not surprisingly the Hungarian left’s 

favorite word. They rely on a revised edition of the convergence thesis 

popular in the 1960s, which presupposed the conciliability of reform 

Communism and Social Democracy. The Hungarian left claims that this 

tendency of reform communists to become social democrats was the ma-

jor engine of change in Hungary, stating both that it is beneficial to the 

country and that they can take credit for having done it. Though Hungarian 

communists have some evidence to support their claim to having possessed 
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the strongest reformist tradition (the only really serious contestant before 

Gorbachev’s rise to power was Czechoslovakia in the 1960s), it would be 

false to believe that their reformism was aimed at the collapse of the system 

and the establishment of the present regime. Their failure (to reform the 

system) should not be accepted as their success (in overcoming it). 

It is striking how much of what one observes is shadowboxing related to 

Communism and communists. How many times are they condemned and 

accused without the label also being used as self-identification by others to 

whom this purportedly refers? This is a problem of great relevance, since it 

also points to the fact that the terms Communism and communist underwent 

so much reinterpretation that enormous confusion about them developed in 

the minds of many, and there is no consensus in sight about their basic 

meaning. Can communists refer to self-sacrificing idealists, opportunistic 

careerists, and immoral murderers and thieves at the same time? 

In my assessment, many people’s repositioning towards communists 

“out there” and the communist “within” has ended up being both confused 

(inconsistent) and opportunistic. Opportunistic in the sense that many 

perceive a need to falsify their pasts to some extent, to make it appear in a 

more favorable light and adapt it to the new situation and its requirements. 

At the same time, as they wish to defend themselves, they also feel the 

need to justify at least part of their past behavior and beliefs. This dual 

need (to defend and to give up) creates an exceptionally suitable environ-

ment for confusion when people are thinking of themselves, which in the 

Hungarian case is furthered by politically motivated accusations and deni-

als of any guilt that would have to be associated with involvement. An 

apologetically disposed discourse claims that moral awakening has al-

ready taken place and there is now no need for moral questioning, while 

an accusatory discourse condemns this view of 1989 as moral pretense. It 

propagates the need for total moral questioning, which usually includes 

almost everyone, except the propagators of such questioning them-

selves—who instead of having a moral conscience aim to become the 

moral conscience, as Odo Marquard so aptly put it.12 This polarized public 

space makes people relate simultaneously to the apologetic discourse and 

the criminalizing one. Except for a minority of the convinced (commu-

nists and anti-communists) who are consistent, people tend to employ 

elements of both understandings, which are in theory mutually exclusive. 

Thus, the question many individuals began to face in the post-1989 

climate of opinion can be posed in the following way: How much to adapt 

and/or falsify and how much to defend and try to justify? They were not 

really helped by public discussions which might have set clear standards 
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for them, since only few sustained dialogues emerged on patterns and 

strategies of involvement, collaboration and resistance, on how and why 

one was or was not implicated. These dialogical engagements tended to be 

restricted to smaller circles, to organs of small outreach, even though 

these are the relevant questions for the majority. They did not experience 

the extreme practices of communist regimes on the basis of which one can 

condemn them unequivocally and as regimes. To express this on a differ-

ent level, ritual condemnations relate only vaguely to the lived experi-

ences of “ordinary majorities.” Their focus (and basis) in the case of Hun-

gary is primarily the 1950s, and since then a sufficient amount of time has 

passed so that it is no longer the actual memory of the majority. 

While the historical amnesia imposed by the Kádár regime (which des-

perately needed to forget, especially the dictator’s own past) is a source of 

common concern, the historical amnesia related to the Kádár regime itself is 

much less frequently a target of attack in this new morally charged envi-

ronment.13 Polemically, one might claim that the early post-communist 

years meant more of an attempt to erase the past, to move beyond by forget-

ting or unlearning it, than through a sustained engagement with it—

overcoming through painful though needed remembrance. Michnik would 

often refer back to his belief in “amnesty, not amnesia,” perhaps exactly 

because what was much more widespread was the opposite—amnesia with-

out the certainty of amnesty. At the same time, this habit of “pretending to 

be Western, denying ‘Easternhood’” has begun to change in the past few 

years, as promises of quick Westernization have not materialized, while the 

communist period is increasingly integrated into attempts at writing coher-

ent national histories. This admittance also leads to growing skepticism 

towards the chances of full Westernization, and the realization that the East-

ern (and also the specifically communist) features (such as the built envi-

ronment much of which has been effaced from sight for a while, but some 

of which is now being rediscovered) are “here to stay.” 

 

 

THE CASE OF THE PERCEPTIONS OF JÁNOS KÁDÁR 

 

Let me relate what I have so far described in rather general and abstract 

terms to the concrete case of the understandings as well as the historical 

and moral evaluation of the role of János Kádár. On the one hand, Kádár 

has been judged as a mass murderer and as a traitor to his country. Both of 

these are accurate statements. The latter accusation has clearly been over-

used in various explanations of Eastern European history, which far too 
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often aim to assign blame for not making it great and successful (“West-

ern”) by pointing to the workings of the “enemies of greatness and suc-

cess.” Let me remark that the popularity of the traitor theses is related to 

the interesting paradox at the heart of much of Eastern European history 

writing: the double agenda to show “our” history’s basic Westernness 

while at the same time to continuously point out (and lament on) what we, 

as Easterners, lack to fully qualify as Western. There is a permanent oscil-

lation between claims to Westernness and Easternness, typically hoping 

Westerners would regard us uncritically as their equals while being more 

critical among ourselves as Easterners (the Turkish variant of which is 

nicely exposed by Orhan Pamuk in his Istanbul: Memories of a City). In 

the case of Kádár the accusation holds; he undoubtedly proved to be a 

traitor, though in a moment in Hungarian history when a traitor had to 

come to power. In Kádár’s case the gravity of this fundamentally flawed 

moral behavior is even greater, since he initially supported the revolution. 

As Péter György remarked, he had to walk the thinnest of lines to arrive at 

his decisive judgment of 1956, an infamous counter-revolution. However, 

from a moral point of view, his case is indefensible. 

At the same time, he has also been praised not only for his rare politi-

cal talent, but also for his “achievements in fostering Hungarian develop-

ment” and “inclination to reform the socialist system.” The evidence we 

have also shows that his popularity was at times quite exceptional. Many 

in contemporary Hungary would like to forget about the masses that 

showed up for the May Day parade in 1957 and also those who paid their 

respects to him in the summer of 1989 after he passed away at the time of 

the collapse of the regime and a severe crisis in the economy. Kádár is no 

doubt a somewhat uncomfortable figure for the forces with democratic 

convictions in post-communist Hungary, since he possessed something 

peculiar, which could best be labeled “relative legitimacy.” Like his 

strange predecessors in Hungarian history, Francis Joseph and Miklós 

Horthy, Kádár consolidated power through executions, to become rela-

tively widely accepted afterwards as the “comparably preferable option.” 

In other words, he might have been evil rather than good, but good rather 

than bad according to common perception. From a democratic point of 

view, it would be more comfortable to focus on the immoral beginnings of 

his rule and its final collapse (leaving out the May Day parade of 1957, 

the masses paying tribute in 1989, and the years in between), though this 

focus would exclude far too much of Hungarian history, and would aim to 

eliminate complexities that are disturbing precisely because they are so 

real. 
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The two perspectives (mass murderer and traitor versus great politician 

with relative legitimacy, and the most successful agenda that was con-

ceivable, and could be implemented under the given circumstances) illus-

trate the unlikely coexistence of contemporary perspectives on Commu-

nism in Hungary, which oscillate between charged forms of moralizing 

and relativizing, and in which the moral and the political judgments are 

still largely separate, in spite of the reintegration of the two discourses that 

I described earlier. Kádár proved not only that he possessed no moral 

scruples whatsoever (though, perhaps surprisingly, a sense of guilt was 

not alien to him, as 1989 was to reveal, and was later to become the theme 

of Mihály Kornis’ famous play A Kádár-beszéd), but also as the political 

winner, for a very long time—nearly all his life.14 The moral discourse 

aims to overwhelm, to teach a lesson about morality (and immorality), but 

unfortunately the Kádár story is not the most suitable example with which 

to educate citizens. This moral discourse apparently shows that Hungarian 

history has a certain logic which we need to overcome (the logic of Fran-

cis Joseph, Horthy and Kádár). It teaches us not from the “pages of his-

tory,” but against what we can find there on our record. Ultimately, it 

teaches us to either blame history, or simply escape from it. Neither of 

these options offers us the chance for the needed confrontation with the 

past—a more substantial way of dealing with it. 

Though 1989 reversed the roles assigned to Imre Nagy and János 

Kádár in mainstream discourse, turning Kádár into the traitor, the clear 

opposition between the two of them, in terms of how their moral choices 

are judged, remained. Prior to 1989, immorality was politically irrelevant 

since communist politics replaced morality (Kádár had to be a moral agent 

in history since he was the communist political winner), now it is sup-

posed to be politically decisive. In turn, the aim in 1989 was to make mo-

rality a substitute for politics, but since it did not really succeed (nor could 

it, since morality cannot replace politics), attempts are still made to 

achieve it. The parallel story of these two exceptional (and exceptionally 

important, and not only symbolically) figures in Hungarian history, whose 

fate was so intricately interwoven, remains to be conceived and written. 

When the painters of the historical picture of Communism start to use 

colors other than black, white or gray, a depiction of this intricate story 

that is not based on the opposition of the two of them (and the identifica-

tion of one with evil politics and the other with high morality) is likely to 

emerge as one of their primary tasks. Then, the current belief in the possi-

bility of effortlessly arriving at historically accurate and politically helpful 

moral lessons will finally be exposed and discredited. 
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To gain a sense of 1956 as a valuable lesson, it somehow needs to be 

framed as a success, not a defeat, as many evidently understood it previ-

ously. Success is perhaps too strong a word, and I would prefer to use the 

word achievement, or contribution. A tendency towards this understand-

ing is evident in the internationalization of 1956, a central feature of the 

50th anniversary commemorations of the revolution which are taking 

place at the time of writing. The Hungarian Revolution of 1956 is being 

turned into Hungary’s current claim to have contributed to global histori-

cal development, and to have helped to achieve positive changes by its 

people’s heroism and political righteousness. Unfortunately, this story of 

achievement and contribution is based on a naïve moral reading of the 

past, which the American-dominated, post-Cold War master-narrative 

strongly supports, but which is largely external to the Hungarian story—

the story of those who lived through it. Their strongest memories and 

focus are often on the painful period starting on 4 November 1956, not on 

the sadly short weeks of the revolution. 

As is currently becoming evident to many, 1956 is an unhappy moral 

foundation for post-communist Hungary. Though its moralistic message 

ought to be remembered, the immorality of the story overshadows the 

(often exceptional) morality of some of the heroes of 1956, and crucially, 

the connections between politics and morality are not what one would 

wish. After all, the morally righteous and the politically successful di-

verged drastically, and 1989 could achieve no more than a symbolic rein-

terpretation of the realities of previous Hungarian history. 1956 might 

have been an exceptional, “blessed” moment of moral awakening, but 

then again it was followed by a process of much humiliation and wide-

spread moral degradation. This survival of the sense of humiliation along-

side the awareness of the symbolic reinterpretation allows much space to 

claim victimhood, and to justify a political agenda with historical and 

moral claims. Therefore, efforts are still constantly made to moralize poli-

tics in post-Communism, and (usually self-serving) moral and political 

claims are regularly made which pretend to serve historical justice 

“against Communism and communists.” This is what I regard as the cen-

tral dynamics in the evolving relationship between morality and politics in 

post-communist Hungary as it relates to the communist past of the coun-

try. The full consequences of this tendency are yet to emerge. 

I would conclude with two proposals concerning the way I imagine the 

music of the future. One is that we should refrain from ultimate judg-

ments, that we should replace the logic of the courtroom with attempts to 

understand the logic of various processes. It is not so interesting (if it is 
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even possible) to attempt to classify someone as a good or evil person. It 

is much more fruitful to reflect on moral changes under Communism. This 

would mean that we finally ask questions in the following vein: How did 

someone who was originally entirely unwilling to collaborate end up as a 

diligent and “useful” informant? How did someone supportive of the com-

munist revolution, a justifier of Stalinist practices, end up morally and 

firmly revolting against Communism (as the case of Miklós Gimes, 

among many other intellectuals involved in the preparation of the 1956 

Hungarian revolution and in the revolution itself, attest)?15 

In other words, my recommendation is that establishing what consti-

tutes a crime ought not to be regarded first of all as an issue of legal or 

institutional application, and thereby automatically as a question of power, 

which has been the standard line of public inquiry. This predominant line 

may be captured in the question: Who has a legitimate claim to power and 

thus the right to implement decisions about the (possible) criminality of 

Communism? Instead, I propose a public discussion of what was ethically 

and morally unacceptable and what was innocent, and morally pardon-

able, since in spite of the superficial reintegration of the moral and politi-

cal discourses in post-communist societies, sustained public debate of 

people’s moral performance under Communism has been lacking. This 

lack is actually all the more unfortunate because of the superficial reinte-

gration of the two realms. 

My second recommendation is related to the first. It is a call to incor-

porate the two moral standards, the normative and the contextualist, si-

multaneously. One is an external standard to the communist era, con-

ceived with absolutist aims. The other relates to what was perceived and 

accepted as normal at the time, and how moral norms were internalized 

and moral practices performed by contemporaries of the period. These 

two standards drastically diverge, and thereby offer the chance for recur-

rent condemnations and measuring of the real against the ideal. I believe it 

would be more appropriate, firstly, to argue on multiple and delineated 

levels, and secondly, possibly to relate these two standards more, in order 

not to judge people acting in constrained moral environments by unfairly 

high standards. We cannot do without moral standards, nor can we be 

moral without aiming to understand other people’s situations from the 

inside. 
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NOTES 

 
  1 Some illuminating pieces on the connections between power and morality, especially 

the way morality was assumed to have a political role in the eyes of various significant 
authors of the Hungarian political traditions of previous centuries, particularly the 19th, 
can be found in the collection of Péter Dávidházi: Per passivam resistentiam: Változa-
tok hatalom és írás témájára [Per passiva resistentiam: Variation on the theme of power 
and the pen] (Budapest: Argumentum, 1998). The pieces are more or less unified by 
their treatment of the relationship between power and writing, but morality is hardly 
ever excluded from consideration. Recently, a book-length discussion of this major 
theme was published by the leading moral philosopher (and as some would claim, 
moral authority) of Hungary, János Kis, as A politika mint erkölcsi probléma [Politics 
as a moral problem] (Budapest: Irodalom Kft., 2004). 

  2 For more detailed description of this, see Péter Nádas’s Esszék (Pécs: Jelenkor, 1995), 
and his Kritikák [Critiques] (Pécs: Jelenkor, 1999). 

  3 Miklós Szabó elaborated this theory, claiming that when systemic questions cannot be 
addressed, such as “how society should be ruled,” as in a dictatorship, then secondary 
questions, such as “who should rule,” become central. He uses his theory to (partly) ac-
count for anti-Semitism, for instance. It can be found in several of his works, see for in-
stance, Miklós Szabó’s Múmiák öröksége [The heritage of mummies] (Budapest: Új 
Mandátum, 1995). 

  4 With the recent release of selected Michnik pieces from the past decade, there are now 
two collections in Hungarian, which between them cover most of his important writ-
ings. Adam Michnik, Gondban a bohóc (Bratislava: Kalligram, 1996), and Harag és 
szégyen, büszkeség és szomorúság [Anger and shame, pride and sadness] (Bratislava: 
Kalligram, 2006). 

  5 The work is one of the few important Romanian documents on the period, now avail-
able in English translation. See Patapievici, Horia-Roman. Flying against the Arrow: 
An Intellectual in Ceausescu’s Romania (Budapest: CEU Press, 2003). 

  6 The different pace of change in post-Communism was introduced by Ralf Dahrendorf in 
his famous open letter: Reflections on the Revolution in Europe: In a Letter intended to 
have been sent to a Gentleman in Warsaw, 1990 (London: Chatto and Windus, 1990). 

  7 This could be reflected in scholarship by more attention to the basic failures to West-
ernize, such as absences, like the near absence of gender role changes (with some nota-
ble exceptions, though with restricted scope) or the weakness of environmentalism in 
the post-communist part of the world. However, it is rarely reflected, as the main focus 
is still on places where achievements in terms of Westernization could be noted. 

  8 Mária Vásárhelyi, Csalódások Kora: Rendszerváltás alulnézetben [The era of disap-
pointment: The change of regimes as seen from down under] (Budapest: MTA Társa-
dalomtud. Közp., 2005), pp. 59–61. 

  9 Péter Balassa substantially criticized this distorted though unfortunately common rela-
tionship with oneself based on the unwillingness to face one’s mistakes and admit one’s 
weaknesses to others. He claims that it is typically a sign of strength to admit and show 
weakness and should be perceived as that by others as well, which is usually not done. 
Since people are afraid of appearing weak and do not hope for understanding, this cru-
cial point often remains unrecognized. Such an exposition can be found in his publica-
tion that was contemporaneous with the major events: Hiába: valóság [In vain: reality] 
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(Pécs: Jelenkor, 1989), but recurs also in several places of his posthumously released 
volume of collected interviews. Péter Balassa, Végtelen beszélgetés [Endless conversa-
tion] (Budapest: Palatinus: 2004). 

10
 The point is made in János M. Rainer’s Ötvenhat után [After fifty-six] (Budapest: 
1956-os Intézet, 2003). 

11 In terms of historical scholarship, social historical writings are rather typical in this 
vein, tracking modernization under Communism in a “neutral sense,” but usually (and 
paradoxically) at the same time attaching positive value to more modernization than 
less. 

12
 The Hungarian collection of some of his best texts is: Odo Marquard, Az egyetemes 
történelem és más mesék [Universal history and other tall tales] (Budapest: Atlantisz, 
2001). In the pages of this volume, Marquard proves himself a sharp and witty critic of 
leftist moralizing, often at levels of quality that have been reached by few (notably by 
Leszek Kołakowski, for instance in his justly famous reply to E.P. Thompson). 

13 The theme of historical amnesia was made more widely known and discussed in Hun-
gary (where historical awareness and consciousness are rather highly valued, at least in 
recurrent declarations) by the controversial book of Péter György, Néma hagyomány: 
kollektív felejtés és kései múltértelmezés. 1956 1989-ben [Mute tradition: Collective 
forgetting and belated interpretations of history] (Budapest: Magvető, 2000). He deals 
with the historical amnesia of the Kádár era, which he sees as one of the crucial com-
promises between rulers and ruled, a consensual “deafening silence” from which seem-
ingly both sides benefited while much was lost. 

14
 This justly famous play can be found in Kornis’ collected plays. See Mihály Kornis, 
Drámák [Dramas] (Budapest: Magvető, 1999). 

15
 The complex and shattering story of Gimes, the Stalinist journalist who converted into 
a supporter of pluralist democracy (to be executed after the Imre Nagy trial) was written 
by Sándor Révész. See Sándor Révész, Egyetlen élet: Gimes Miklós története [One life 
only: the story of Miklós Gimes] (Budapest: 1956-os Intézet/Sík Kiadó, 1999). 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The tradition of the 1956 Hungarian revolution played a major role in 

undermining the legitimacy of the one-party state in 1988–89. However, 

the post-mortem victory of Imre Nagy over János Kádár, the glorious 

revival of the tradition of the revolution, coincided with the dissolution of 

the very same tradition. Recently, as the 50th anniversary of the revolu-

tion approached, the memory and celebration of 1956 became the most 

controversial historical and ideological issue in the Hungarian public do-

main. Interestingly enough, the official “counter-revolutionary” narrative 

of the Kádár era greatly influenced the post-transitional memory of 1956, 

in various perverted ways. 

On the 50th anniversary of the revolution, foreign and domestic observ-

ers witnessed an attempt to recreate the historical events of 50 years before. 

On this noble occasion the whole gamut of the cultural and ideological flora 

and fauna of the interwar far-right mythology was displayed in front of the 

Hungarian Parliament, on Kossuth Square in Budapest. The demonstrators 

not only intended to replace the government and its head, but demanded the 

revision of the constitutional system and the reestablishment of the Hungar-

ian political community on the basis of the Holy Crown. In this paper I will 

not discuss either the political developments that led to the public protests, 

or the tactical considerations that might have led the opposition parties to 

consider these protests useful. My interest is more limited: What made it 

possible for the memory of the 1956 Hungarian revolution to be linked to 

the traditional symbols of the extreme right-wing movements and ideolo-

gies of the prewar period? In order to understand this grotesque and peculiar 

phenomenon, we must cast a glance over the early “counter-revolutionary” 

period of 1956–1957, and its lengthy aftermath. In the first part of this chap-

ter I will briefly describe the main elements of the “counter-revolutionary” 
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narrative and its democratic counterpart during the communist dictatorship. 

In the eyes of the police-historians of the Kádár regime, 1956 in its charac-

ter belonged to the past, to the prewar political regime and its campaign 

against progressive forces: first and foremost the communists. In the dissi-

dent tradition of the Kádár era, 1956, with its strong leftist (democratic-

socialist) inclination, was the prelude to a desired post-communist democ-

ratic development. 

The second part of this chapter will analyze one aspect of the question 

of how and why the democratic tradition of the 1956 revolution fell apart. 

This did not happen only because the inherent tradition of the revolution 

was very hard to identify and proved to be discontinuous with post-

transitional social and political developments. Other factors also made the 

tradition controversial. It seems that the contrasting interpretations of the 

revolution are closely linked to the various and irreconcilable images not 

only of the communist regime itself, but of the prewar political system 

and its tradition. The main question has become again whether 1956 was a 

return to the natural—meaning anti-communist and nationalistic—stream 

of Hungarian history, or whether it belongs to post-1945 historical devel-

opment. 

 

 

THE KÁDÁRIST COUNTER-REVOLUTION AND ITS DEMOCRATIC 

COUNTERPART 

 

Kádárist propaganda regarded and depicted 1956 as a revolt organized and 

directed off-scene by Hungarian reactionaries (former landowners, the 

clergy, former members of the pro-Nazi Arrow Cross movement, and 

Horthy’s followers), whose aim was the restoration of the previous, part-

feudal and part-capitalist order and/or the Arrow Cross regime.1 Their 

false allegations about an ongoing organized underground conspiracy after 

the war, and their emphasis on the continuity of 1919, 1944, and 1956, the 

three successive but eventually unsuccessful blows against Communism, 

served to promote this conception. In their interpretation Fascism was 

identical with anti-Communism, consequently the revolt against the so-

cialist state could not be anything but a fascist one. Many of the repressive 

post-1956 trials had the sole function of demonstrating this continuity. 

The trials of former gendarmerie and police officers for crimes they com-

mitted or allegedly committed before 1945, and the trial and execution of 

Mihaly Francia Kiss, the mass killer of the 1920 “white terror” massacres, 

37 years later in 1957, are obvious examples.2 
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The scale of the repression, the number of arrests and executions had 

the function not only of terrorizing the population but also of proving that 

the counter-revolution was a strong and dangerous one. The people’s 

courts were not only judging individual perpetrators but also delivering a 

verdict on the criminal nature of the prewar period. According to this, the 

counter-revolution started with the repression of the first Hungarian com-

munist state in 1919, with the emergence of the white terror, and it con-

tinued with the Horthy regime, which inevitably culminated in the Holo-

caust and a fascist Arrow Cross coup d’etat and dictatorship in 1944. The 

final stage was 1956, with its christian-national, anti-communist ideology 

and revisionist chauvinism. Indeed, Francia and those others who were 

convicted and executed for prewar misdeeds, were presented as the fore-

runners of German Nazism. 

That image of the “counter-revolution” served not only to justify the 

Soviet intervention and the restoration of the dictatorial regime, but also to 

distance people from what happened. It was both a threat and redeeming 

offer. Those who accepted the Kádár government were saved from being 

associated with the fascists of 1944, even if they had “naïvely” supported 

the Nagy government. They maintained the fiction that the forces behind 

the counter-revolution were not the same as the forces the people believed 

in and saw in action during the 1956 revolution. Nothing was really what 

it seemed to be. 

The police-historians of the Kádár era wrote:  

 
The composition of the armed groups in these days changed in the following way: 

Those forces that were loyal to the cause of socialism and were indeed motivated by 

the wish to correct mistakes, and believed that they could influence the armed groups 

in a beneficial way, quit the groups. Young students also left the insurgents en masse 

… At the same time newly released ordinary and political criminals, the lumpen and 

the servants of the old regime drifted into the armed groups … The lead was taken eve-

rywhere by extreme right-wingers, and in many cases, by officers of the former Horthy 

regime.3 

 

Similarly, the Workers’ Councils could not represent the working 

class. Another official historian put it as follows:  

 
The leadership of the newly reorganised workers’ councils fell into the hands of 

openly counter-revolutionary elements, cashiered military officers, judges, gendarmes, 

priests, or in the best cases, confused laborers who had fallen under the spell of 

counter-revolutionary and revisionist ideas … The lumpen elements could not for long 

resist the attraction of pretending to be freedom-fighters and national guards. They be-
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came comfortable with themselves only after they returned to their own methods, 

which, from a political point of view meant arrest, murder, lynching and brutality.4  

 

Behind the curtain, the story went, a fundamental evil was emerging, 

about which the Hungarian people did not know: the restoration of the pre-

war political and social order. The Nagy government was an agent of the 

counter-revolution that treacherously helped to cover the real nature of 

events. The reestablished non-communist parties—their announced political 

programs envisioning national independence, the restoration of private 

property on a (very) limited scale, and the restoration of a multi-party sys-

tem (bourgeois democracy) were only the initial steps on a path back to the 

dark past. These politicians either cautiously hid their real intentions behind 

the veil of these popular demands, or they themselves were the veil. 

It was on these issues that Hungarian dissident authors both at home or 

in exile and Western observers unanimously repudiated the allegations of 

the Kádár regime, pointing out that the spontaneous popular uprising of 

1956 had been sparked off by the deceit and brutality of Mátyás Rákosi’s 

Stalinist regime. The insurgents fought against dictatorship and for na-

tional independence, and not for any restoration of the old social order. 

The uprising was spontaneous and had an essentially democratic charac-

ter; atrocities were marginal accompaniments. Most of the observers be-

longing to the democratic side stressed and tried to prove that the main-

stream of the revolutionary movement: including the Imre Nagy circle; the 

reform communist intellectuals; the Writer’s Association, which included 

authors who had previously been enthusiastic supporters of communist 

ideas; the students; the worker’s and revolutionary councils; and even the 

re-established non-communist parties, remained within the vaguely de-

fined but still clearly recognizable political and ideological framework of 

a kind of democratic socialism. 

Indeed, the demands of these groups that were made public in those 

hectic days tended in that direction. This certainly does not mean that the 

historian can retrospectively limit the potential outcomes of a consolidated 

and victorious regime change to this framework, supposing that the revo-

lution had succeeded. But we have strong evidence, most importantly the 

sociological interviews conducted with Hungarian refugees in Western 

Europe and in the United States in 1957 and 1958,5 that even the average 

Hungarian held this sort of egalitarian vision of the future of Hungary. 

However, the political content of 1956 is not the topic of this paper. It 

seems sufficient to conclude here that in 1956 and afterwards, those who 

tried to keep alive the democratic memory of 1956 at home and abroad 
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would certainly not have wished to be compromised by charges of alleged 

leanings towards liberal democracy and free market capitalism, or even 

worse, towards the prewar Hungarian autocratic regime or Fascism (This 

conclusion, by the way, disappointed some of the American analysts of 

the refugee interviews). I think it is more important to stress that for those 

who aimed to defend the dignity of 1956 against the accusations of 

Kádárist propaganda up to 1989, the democratic socialist image, apart 

from their personal political sympathies, seemed to offer a better way of 

exposing the hypocritical nature of Soviet-style dictatorship. The Soviet 

regime and its Hungarian puppets crushed and liquidated exactly those 

individuals who took the idea of a democratic, egalitarian society seri-

ously. The democratic nature of the revolution could be demonstrated 

most efficiently by strictly separating it from the reminiscences of old-

fashioned anti-communist narratives that were characteristic of prewar 

times. Let me note here that Kádárist propaganda was also aware of this 

and targeted the Western democratic public from exactly the opposite 

direction; it was David Irving who enjoyed the support of the Hungarian 

authorities in writing an evil book which depicted the revolution as a po-

grom against communists of Jewish origin in Hungary.6 

However, one of the consequences of this was that the 1956 revolution 

took on a certain democratic socialist profile which had become not only 

outdated in political terms by the time the communist regime collapsed, 

but also a little suspicious in the eyes of many Hungarians. Moreover, 

mainstream anti-Kádárist narratives of 1956 before 1989 tended to focus 

on Imre Nagy and his fellow martyrs, the anti-Stalinist and reform-

communist resistance within the party prior to the outbreak of the uprising, 

i.e., the grand process of the disillusionment of former communist intel-

lectuals. The so called “Pest lads,” the then young and enthusiastic free-

dom fighters who had nothing to do with “Communism” before the revo-

lution and who were hit hardest by the post-revolutionary terror, felt that 

they were ignored. This was made even worse by the attempts of the suc-

cessor party to adjust itself to the new situation and hide its own responsi-

bility for the previous crimes. 

 

 

1956 AFTER 1989 

 

“The problem of 1956 should be—and could be—solved immediately, in 

brackets, if we accepted György Lukács’ formula … in accordance with 

which Hungary’s 1956 should be called neither a counter-revolution nor a 
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revolution, but an uprising … this formula would be equally acceptable to 

those who witnessed the counter-revolutionary aspect of the uprising and 

those who experienced its revolutionary aspect,” said Ferenc Tőkei, phi-

losopher and sinologist and a member of the Central Committee of the 

Hungarian Socialist Workers Party at the 12–13 February 1989 session, 

which set itself the task of debating Imre Pozsgay’s public statement of 

January 18, when he defined 1956 as an uprising.7 Tőkei and the more 

clear-sighted members of the Central Committee were interested in find-

ing a way to incorporate 1956 (crushed by the HSWP) into the HSWP 

heritage and to make Imre Nagy (hanged by the HSWP in 1958), into a 

founder of the same party in 1989 (de facto he was among the founders). 

The Central Committee’s statement on Imre Nagy’s reburial on 16 June 

1989 contained the following passage:  

 
Nowadays, when representatives of certain parties and movements speak in public and 

in the media, they make an attempt to appropriate Imre Nagy’s heritage without men-

tioning his communist commitment … The HSWP’s Central Committee finds it im-

portant to point out that the reform policies of 1953–54, including Imre Nagy’s activi-

ties, form the historical origins of the HSWP’s political course.8 

 

In July, 1989 the Central Committee discussed the idea of declaring 

October 23 a day of national reconciliation, in order to forestall greater 

complications. The draft statement by the Central Committee went as 

follows:  

 
The renewing HSWP regards 23 October 1956 as the symbol of the movement aimed 

at democratic socialism, national independence and sweeping and radical reforms. We 

cherish the political heritage of those who participated in the fateful events of those 

days under the banner of these ideals. We wish to bring justice to those who fought, 

and laid down their lives, to humanize and democratize social relations and to defend 

our national interests. We also wish to pay homage to the memory of those who, 

guided by good intentions and personal beliefs, fell victim to the shootings and the 

atrocities while fighting on the other side of the barricade.  

 

László Kovács, later Minister of Foreign Affairs, and recently ap-

pointed Hungarian representative in the European Commission, who was 

also a member of the CC, added a short comment to this passage in the 

debate: “This statement only makes sense if we were on both sides of the 

barricade.”9 

With these declarations the HWSP was making a clear attempt to em-

brace and even expropriate the democratic socialist interpretation of 1956. 

They did it in a moment when one-party rule had not yet been formally 
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shaken and the Party itself was not completely prepared to accept liberal 

constitutionalism and the free market economy. The decisive sessions of 

the round table negotiations that eventually led to the regime change 

started only after the reburial of Imre Nagy, and the successor Hungarian 

Socialist Party was founded only in October, 1989. The attempt to expro-

priate the democratic tradition of 1956 took place at a moment when it 

apparently served the survival of the former elite and the avoidance of 

fundamental political changes. This move not only cast a shadow on the 

democratic image of 1956 but also added fuel to the radical anti-

communist narratives of the revolution. The former defenders of the 

memory of 1956 found themselves once more in a defensive position vis-

à-vis the new radicals. A new political struggle for the heritage of 1956 

began. 

 

 

REVISIONS ON THE RIGHT 

 

It is not easy to decide when the right-wing revision of 1956 actually 

started. Most probably, the traditional, nationalist-ethnicist, extreme right-

wing form of anti-Communism had never completely disappeared from 

the post-war Eastern European and Hungarian scene and certainly gave 

some signs of its existence during the revolution as well. The proper iden-

tification of these attitudes is problematic for at least two reasons: first, 

the communist narrative regarded and depicted the non-commmunist po-

litical domain as a continuation of Fascism. Second, we know much better 

now than we did some decades ago that the communist interpretation of 

Fascism was surely mistaken in another respect as well, prewar extreme 

right-wing movements and ideas were much more revolutionary, and had 

much stronger anti-capitalist (i.e., anti-parliamentarian, anti-liberal) ten-

dencies than was recognised earlier. In Hungary the Hungarist and Arrow 

Cross movements were strongest within the trade union of miners and iron 

workers, and among the poorer peasantry. A large number of disaffected 

intellectuals crossed over from the extreme left to the extreme right and 

back again repeatedly throughout the 1930s with amazing nonchalance. 

One may add that this kind of vague uncertainty would be even more 

characteristic in 1956 when anti-capitalism and anti-Communism could 

easily be combined in a sort of anti-elitism. As we read the testimonies of 

Hungarian refugees it is salient that while they expressed a surprising 

consensus of sympathy towards egalitarian, socialistic ideas, they re-

garded the Hungarian communists not as people with political convictions 
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but rather as a gang of mafiosi, conspiring to preserve their own privileges 

and material welfare. In his memoirs, published in the US in the early 

1980, Gergely Pongrátz, legendary commander of the Corvin köz rebel 

group in Budapest, clearly stated that they were fighting for democratic 

socialism, a kind of fair and free society. It is quite revealing that Pon-

grátz, who became the cult figure of right-wing anti-communist resistance 

after 1989, carefully ommitted this paragraph from post-1989 editions of 

his book.10 

Radical anti-Communism received a new impetus after the fall of the 

communist regimes throughout the post-Soviet bloc. There were attempts 

everywhere to rehabilitate former fascist, extreme-right leaders, war-

criminals, military commanders, anti-Semitic publicists, etc., as heroes of 

the struggle against the threat of “Red Bolshevism.” It is easy to see that 

in part it was the former communist narrative that made this possible. 

Those who wanted to see justice for the “martyrs” of communist repres-

sion, had to do nothing else than take the communist arguments seriously: 

the martyrs were not fascists: this was only an allegation made by the 

communist courts in order to discredit their heroic struggle against the 

communist threat.11 In these narratives Fascism as an independent phe-

nomenon suddenly disappeared. What perhaps makes the Hungarian case 

unique in this respect is that Hungary, unlike Poland or Czechoslovakia, 

did not belong to the anti-fascist camp prior to the Soviet occupation and 

the anti-fascist tradition was imported into Hungary by the Red Army and 

the Hungarian communists. In Hungary, instead of commemorating the 

end of World War II every year, we have a recurring ideological debate 

about the meaning and relevance of 1945. The front lines of this debate 

are the same as the front lines in the debates on 1956. 

The reevaluation of 1956 by the right obviously started with the rein-

terpretation of the Hungarian role in World War II (“Hungary took part in 

the great struggle against Bolshevism”), the denial of the responsibility of 

the prewar political elite and the Hungarian state in the Hungarian Holo-

caust, and of course the reassessment of the prewar Horthy regime. From 

the perspective of this new anti-communist revisionism, after the regime 

change in 1989 Hungary should have turned back to its genuine historical 

roots and to the national character of the pre-1945 period. The revision is 

a justifiable reversal of the distortions and the false charges about the past 

inspired by communist ideology. Consequently, the heroes of 1956 were 

not the disappointed reform-communist intellectuals but the young free-

dom fighters, and the revolution was an attempt to return to Hungary’s 

pre-1945 roots.12 This is precisely the view of the “real character” of 1956 
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that communist propaganda was trying to impose throughout the Kádár 

era. As I indicated above, the question has once again come to this: Was 

1956 a return to prewar times, or a prelude to the democratic dénouement 

of post-communist Hungary? 

 

 

 

NOTES 

 
1 “Resolution of the Provisional Central Committee of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ 

Party, December 5, 1956,” in Csaba Békés, Byrne Malcolm and János M. Rainer, eds., 

The 1956 Hungarian Revolution: A History in Documents. A National Security Archive 
Cold War Reader (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2002), pp. 460–463. 

2 Mihály Francia Kiss was a member of the white terror death brigades after the crushing 

of the Hungarian Soviet Republic in 1919–1920. He and his cronies committed brutal 

murders against alleged “Bolsheviks.” In 1923, he was tried and sentenced but soon re-

leased. He was tried again in absentia in 1947 and sentenced to capital punishment by 

the People’s Tribunal that was established after World War II for prosecuting war crimi-

nals. In March 1957, he was arrested and sentenced to death again. He was hanged in 

1957. On his case see: István Rév, “A Rule of Law,” in Rév, Retroactive Justice, (Stan-

ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005), pp. 202–239. 

3 Sándor Geréb, and Pál Hajdú, Az ellenforradalom utóvédharca [The rear-guard action of 

the counterrevolution] (Budapest: Kossuth Kiadó, 1986), p. 13. 

4 János Molnár, “Fegyveres ellenforradalmi csoportok” (Armed counter-revolutionary 

groups) Századunk (1966): 1151. 

5 See the interviews of the Columbia Research Project Hungary (CURPH) at the Archives 

of the Columbia University, New York. A copy of the interviews and their background 

materials was recently made public by OSA Archives, Budapest: www.osa.ceu.hu, or 

www.archivum.ws. 

6 David Irving, Uprising! (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1981); and András Mink, 

“David Irving and the 1956 Revolution,” New Hungarian Quarterly, (Fall 2000). 

7 László Soós, ed., A Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt Központi Bizottságának 1989. évi 
jegyzőkönyvei, I–II. [The minutes of the central committee of the Hungarian Socialist 

Workers’ Party, 1989. Vol. 1–2.] (Budapest: Hungarian National Archive, 1993), Vol. 1, 

1079–1080.  

8 “Javaslat a Központi Bizottságnak a Nagy Imre temetésével kapcsolatos KB-

közleményre” [Proposal on the Central Committee’s statement regarding Imre Nagy’s 

reburial], in The Minutes…, Vol. 1, pp. 1079–1080.  

9 “Javaslat az MSZMP Központi Bizottságának állásfoglalására a nemzeti megbékélés 

napjáról” [Proposal to the MSZMP’s central committee on the declaration of the day of 

national reconciliation], in A Magyar Szocialista…, Vol. 2, p. 1359. At that time the 

conditions of the later, “all-embracing” solution, i.e. the proclamation of the Republic on 

23 October, were still not available since the round-table negotiations between the Party 

and the opposition on the constitutional changes had not been concluded yet.  
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ondary schools.  
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I. 

 

From a certain point of view one may risk the thesis that the current dis-

cussion regarding historical policy is the third great debate among histori-

ans since Poland regained independence at the turn of the 1980s and the 

1990s. The first debate is usually called “the discussion about the Polish 

People’s Republic (PRL).” It started when the communist system col-

lapsed and continues more or less intensely today.1 It was and still is a 

mixture of cognitive, ideological, and ethical themes. From the histo-

riographical point of view the most important questions were those re-

garding the status of the Polish state after 1945—its regime, relations be-

tween the authorities and society, and finally the balance of the develop-

ment of civilization during the PRL. The second dispute is the debate on 

the subject of Jedwabne initiated by Jan Tomasz Gross’s book Sąsiedzi. 

Historia zagłady pewnego miasteczka. (Neighbors. The story of the anni-

hilation of a small Jewish town). The book deals with the extermination of 

Jews in July 1941 at the hands of “ordinary Poles” inspired by the Nazi 

occupying forces. Its significance lies mostly in the fact that, by question-

ing the image of Polish people as solely the victims of World War II, it 

raises the issue of Polish participation in the Holocaust and initiates a very 

serious discussion about Polish–Jewish relations throughout the 20th cen-

tury.2 In a broader context both these debates and the one presented below 

are part of the discussion which started at the beginning of the 1990s in 

Europe regarding the role of history in public life, the significance of ide-

ology in historical discourse and finally the relationship between histori-

ography and individual as well as collective memory. 
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II. 

 

I would like to present a more detailed description of the field of my con-

siderations. If we agree that politics of history in its broadest sense is a 

synonym for conscious and purposeful activity by the authorities, con-

ducted in order to preserve a certain image of the past in society, then with 

some simplification we may mention two traditional ways of understand-

ing this category. The first is commonly associated with the totalitarian 

state, where the authorities use mass propaganda and various forms of 

repression and pressure to try to impose their own version of history on 

society, with the aim of eliminating any competitive discourse about the 

past. In such circumstances the “totalitarianization” of history or histori-

ography becomes part of the disempowerment of the whole society. From 

this point of view history is deprived of its multi-dimensional aspect and 

becomes one of the most important ideological instruments of totalitarian-

ism, serving to legitimize the current sociopolitical regime. The second 

tradition relates to the democratic state. In this case, as Michel Foucault 

puts it, “History is the discourse of authority,” but in a different sense. The 

relationship between authority and knowledge becomes a particular game, 

played on the field of culture, and both concepts are interlinked. In this 

tradition any social group may become the victim of certain value systems 

which obscure their position. Besides, different discourses about the past 

compete and conflict with each other. To sum up, in the first case histori-

cal policy becomes a unilateral and often primitive form of propaganda 

based on the state monopoly of information, while in the second it be-

comes an uninterrupted dispute between various interest groups, each 

trying to promote its own vision of the past or “impose” it on society. 

From the present perspective it seems obvious that the politics of history 

of the PRL belonged unequivocally to the first tradition, while the current 

debate about the role of the state in creating one vision of the past or an-

other, belongs to the second. This should be clearly emphasized because 

among the critics of historical policy, including students of the past, the 

objection is sometimes raised that the present way of treating this issue 

(i.e., historical policy) more or less resembles the practices of the PRL. 
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III. 

 

In this debate about historical policy, which has gone on for years and is 

now particularly fervent, an increasingly active part is being taken by 

those who are naturally closely involved in the issue: the historians them-

selves. In sociopolitical magazines of different shades the most prominent 

researchers publish their articles, while editorial committees organize 

debates about political history in which its opponents and supporters ex-

pound their conflicting views.3 The aims of the present chapter are: first, 

to present the main issues under debate; second, to reconstruct the most 

important arguments in the discussion; and third, to answer the question of 

what this debate is saying about us, historians, participating in it. 

In the current discussion the three main disputable issues, to simplify 

slightly, are: the actual term “historical policy,” its merits, and the func-

tion it should perform. The very use of the term “historical policy” or 

“politics of history” is open to debate as such. According to its supporters, 

it is rather neutral category, which appeared in Polish public discourse via 

Germany (from the German Geschichtspolitik), referring to a particular 

intentional attitude towards the past among some sections of the Polish 

intellectual elite. Marek Cichocki, commonly regarded not only as the 

inventor of the term historical policy but also as its main supporter, says in 

an interview:  

 
I can hardly be considered either the author of the term or the initiator of the discus-
sion. I might, however, attempt to offer my own definition. Historical policy functions 
in various countries in many different ways. In Poland it seems to lie in the search of a 
term capable of capturing a certain phenomena that can be observed both in our coun-
try and abroad. The phenomenon is more important than the term. But if I were to offer 
a definition … I would say that it consisted in reinvigorating public discourse about the 
past by means of different forms of institutionalizing it. The institutionalization occurs 
on the level of both state as well as local, that is, regional and self-governmental, insti-
tutions.4  

 

According to the supporters of the term, historical policy is not only an 

obligation of the state and its government, but results from a natural state 

of affairs. They think that it is impossible to separate collective memory 

from politics because it provides a strong basis for any community, 

whether institutional or national. From this perspective historical policy is 

a set of activities similar to those involved in social and economic policy.5 

It is needed to enable society to identify more strongly with the state and 

its structures and for the Polish people to integrate with the great mother-
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land in an ideological sense as well as to strengthen their bonds with small 

local motherlands. Besides this, historical policy is treated as a challenge, 

which “Poland needs to face if it does not want to become in United 

Europe a mere consumer of the benefits that result from the support of its 

partners, but an active participant in creating a common European iden-

tity.”6 

This notion of historical policy is based on a certain analysis, whether 

explicitly articulated or not, of the nature of the systemic transformation 

which took place at the turn of the 1980s and the 1990s and the following 

years. According to its supporters, who are to be found mainly among 

historians of ideas, the Third Republic of Poland as a state placed little 

trust in issues of collective memory and identity and consequently such 

issues were regarded as a threat to democracy and liberal projects for Pol-

ish state modernization. The characteristic feature of this period was “col-

lective amnesia” about the past, especially the recent past, which was 

sacrificed on the altar of the future (cf., the famous election slogan of 

Aleksander Kwaśniewski, “let’s choose the future”) and relegated to the 

margins of public debate.7 In the framework of this notion of sociopoliti-

cal reality, historical policy becomes a national issue, a symbol of the 

hope for a moral change in society and the chance to build a new and bet-

ter historical identity for the Polish people. So it is not surprising that sup-

porters of this project are somewhat wary of historians. Marek Cichocki 

states this very clearly: “there are important reasons why we cannot leave 

history to the historians, and memory must remain a living substance of 

every policy.”8 

But how do the opponents of historical policy see the issue? First of all 

they reject the neutral character of the term. In public debate it is often 

emphasized that “historical policy” has naturally become a slogan of the 

program of that part of the intellectual elite that is associated with the 

Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (Law and Justice) party, and has therefore gained 

currency in the political and ideological context. Marcin Kula gave three 

reasons why he is skeptical about this. Firstly, the very term seems unfor-

tunate, because it associates politics and history on a semantic level. This 

not only implies a close relationship between historiography and politics, 

but also positively evaluates this phenomenon. Secondly, Kula notes that 

in numerous statements by supporters of historical policy “the one and 

only right image of history which would be introduced into life, memory 

and social identity”9 is always implicitly or explicitly present. Thirdly, 

according to the Warsaw researcher, the very term presumes an instru-

mental attitude towards history; arises out of a desire “to concentrate on 
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what belongs to us and disguise national complexes.”10 Similar ideas have 

appeared in other contributions to the debate.11 In general, the objections 

of the opponents of historical policy could be summarized as follows: 

according to them, it embodies a positive approach to the national past, 

which excludes any form of criticism, may lead to the manipulation of 

history by rejecting its autonomous status, and moreover, safeguards the 

party’s interests. This point of view implies the fear that the term will or at 

least may become one more aspect of the political exploitation of different 

spheres of life such as the media or culture. The opponents of historical 

policy run the whole gamut of opinions, ranging from concerns, expressed 

more or less clearly, about the extent to which the state may want to inter-

fere in historical research to strong objections raised against any form of 

political initiatives undertaken with a view to supporting a given interpre-

tation of the past. One significant problem which arises here is how to 

determine the limits of historical policy in such a way as to preserve state 

responsibility for the shape of historical knowledge and at the same time 

to prevent history from being nationalized altogether. 

The critics of historical policy also oppose the opinion that the Third 

Republic of Poland “rejected history” and did not perform a symbolic 

“de-communization” in the field of collective memory. According to Paweł 

Machcewicz, the very dawn of independence witnessed a series of activities 

which constituted historical policy avant la lettre. The researcher mentioned 

the changing of the national anthem and the national coat of arms, the liqui-

dation of the old celebration commemorating the foundation of the PRL on 

22 July and its replacement by celebrations on 3 May and 11 November, 

and fundamental changes in the symbolic sphere (renaming streets and 

squares, demolishing old statues and erecting new ones).12 

So, there is an apparent clash between the two camps engaged in a dis-

pute over the notion of historical policy, with each of them rarely willing 

to go beyond the trench lines determining the legitimacy of their own 

definitions characterizing the object of contention. It seems clear that 

these lines of division are strengthened by generational differences, politi-

cal preferences and finally by the image of the historian and his social role 

imprinted in his milieu. Why is this happening? Why is it that the discus-

sions of the usefulness of the term lack intellectual sophistication and 

offer little insight into the problem, resembling slanging matches rather 

than a serious debate? It seems that Anna Wolff-Powęska rightly pointed 

out two reasons for this state of affairs. In an essay with the title “The 

state must leave history” she says that “historical policy lies in the field of 

permanent tension between science and politics.”13 These categories are 



184 PAST IN THE MAKING 

not only linked to each other but are also related to other spheres of action 

and behavior. We may add that while politics are dominated by short pe-

riods of time, sometimes from one election to another, history or the cul-

ture of history, according to Wolff-Powęska, is a field of slow changes 

resulting from long-lasting mental processes. Moreover, in the re-

searcher’s opinion:  
 
the slogan of historical policy, which became a frequent guest in Polish parlors, is used 
in different contexts; often as a media slogan, the topic of numerous conferences or as 
a way to describe historical science under dictatorship … it still lacks cognitive values 
because as a subject of research it is in very preliminary phase.14 
 
Literary historian Andrzej Mencwel presents one of the few attempts to 

conceptualize the category “political history” in a series of articles.15 The 

researcher mentions three meanings or spheres of political history. In the 

first, narrow sphere, it relates to the authorities and to administrative activi-

ties; this is the most common meaning presented in the media. It is re-

flected, for example, in decisions to reward some people and lustrate others. 

In the second, medium sphere, according to Mencwel, politics of history 

becomes the domain of activities “in the field of values and symbols, the 

construction and choice of tradition, the creation or recreation of collective 

identity including national identity.” In this sense, the changes in the names 

of streets and squares can serve as a good example. Finally the researcher 

mentions the third “great” sphere of historical policy, to which no conscious 

citizen can remain indifferent. It means a thorough vision of the past, which 

suggests a new interpretation, from the perspective of permanent historical 

changes; the sense of national history.16 Obviously according to Mencwel 

this last meaning of historical policy should become the focus of public 

debate. It is “the supreme arena in which the shape of national identity can 

be decided, it is the foundation of a new scheme of memory and tradition or 

a means of deconstructing the old one.” The author is also specific about a 

social mechanism which, in his opinion, is responsible for creating histori-

cal policy. According to him any deliberate attempt to constitute such a 

“coherent narration about our whole history” would fail. It is created 

through a natural process of trial and error “in individual work and social 

activities, in local initiatives and regional associations, in religious feasts 

and national rituals because we all feel that we are becoming different in a 

new Poland and a new Europe, never seen before.”17 

Now I will turn to the next item of the discussion—to that concerned 

with a contention over the specific issues dealt with in the conduct of his-

torical policy. It seems that the debate is focused on the question of the 
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shape of Polish patriotism at the beginning of the 21st century. On the 

symbolic level the subject of the dispute is well illustrated by the titles of 

two articles published in Rzeczpospolita during the discussion about Jan 

T. Gross’s book Sąsiedzi (The Neighbors). Andrzej Nowak published an 

article entitled “Westerplatte or Jedwabne?”, which provoked a response 

from Paweł Machcewicz’s “Westerplatte and Jedwabne.”18 A good exam-

ple of the discussion about content is a polemic started by D. Gawin and 

D. Karłowicz against Jan Józef Lipski’s famous essay “Dwie ojczyzny. 

Dwa patriotyzmy / uwagi o megalomanii narodowej i ksenofobii Po-

laków” (Two motherlands. Two patriotisms. Remarks on the national 

megalomania and xenophobia of Polish people), published in 1981. Gavin 

claimed that the model of critical patriotism proposed by Lipski combined 

hostility and suspicion towards all forms of megalomania or xenophobia 

with the evangelical imperative of love and forgiveness. Consequently it 

eliminated from the discourse any possibility of using the category of 

collective interest because the latter is by its nature marked with egoism. 

In Gawin’s opinion “Historical policy from this perspective is totally 

dominated by ethics, it becomes the field in which not only is collective 

identity being created but where through a painful process of auto-

psychomachy one rejects the possibility of sin which belongs inherently to 

the community and the political sphere.”19 

D. Karłowicz used different arguments. In his opinion Lipski’s pro-

posal, like the rest of his ideas about Polish patriotisms, is aimed against 

what the author calls “axiological memory.” “It is the record of a value 

system embedded in the collective memory that constitutes a spiritual 

dimension of a community.”20 From this point of view immoderate criti-

cism of the national past rejects the axiological sphere and therefore de-

stroys the basis of the community, leading to the tribalization of collective 

memory. 

The idea of reinterpreting the category of patriotism proposed by these 

two historians of ideas did not win much favor. In most cases the propo-

nents of stronger state activity in the field of historical memory do not 

relate to the above-mentioned source of inspiration but to the 19th-century 

vision of patriotism, which is based on the following beliefs. Firstly, the 

uniqueness of Polish historical experience against the European back-

ground. It is no accident that the brochure popularizing the idea of open-

ing a Museum of Polish History says:  
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In the Museum’s activities the emphasis should lie on what was unique, specific and 
fascinating in Polish history. Poland is a country with one of the longest republican 
and parliamentary traditions in Europe, the country of citizens’ freedom, which 
reached a unique level of religious tolerance in modern history, the country of a unique 
culture and customs.21  

 

Secondly, by emphasizing the relationship between modern patriotism, 

Christianity and the Catholic Church. One of the researchers from the 

Krakow magazine “Arcana” notes:  

 
It is high time to realize the point we have reached. It is time to reconsider our past. 
That is the necessity we are facing today. In this respect, we cannot count on any sup-
port from the West. They seem even less capable of recognizing the real problems of 
our times and lag behind us in returning to normality and right principles. We need to 
reject and deny the whole left-wing tradition – starting with Jacobinism. Because this 
tradition and this mentality contradict the foundations of our identity: Catholic, Chris-
tian, Polish, national but also Latin, Western. It is an urgent and inexorable imperative 
… We cannot free ourselves intellectually, morally and therefore politically unless we 
realize what is enslaving us. It is only by exploring the ideological debris of today that 
we will be able to find our way to the future.22  

 

And thirdly, the concept of patriotism popularized by political history 

supporters in most cases relates to nationalism in its narrow sense, based 

on the simple dichotomy “us—them” in its most extreme form, or patron-

izing “the others” in its gentler form. Generally the aim of the supporters 

of historical memory is to restore pride in the national past, and—what is 

equally important and necessary for them—to reinterpret chosen subjects 

from the history of Poland, both ancient and recent. They see an urgent 

need to reject that kind of historical consciousness which one of the au-

thors named “the PRL version of a conservative or Jester school”. It is 

necessary, they claim, to break with a negative perception of the old Pol-

ish-Lithuanian Commonwealth symbolized by Bobrzyński`s synthesis and 

to show “the real heroes who remained for the last 70 years in the garbage 

of history, where they were kept over the last 15 years.23 

Critics of this notion of “tomorrow’s patriotism” point out its numer-

ous weaknesses and limitations. Some historians try to contrast the vision 

of an affirmative concept of national history with critical patriotism, not 

antagonistic but respecting the subjectivity of others. This notion of patri-

otism relates to the nation as a kind of political and civic community, not 

an ethnic one. According to Robert Traba in a historical policy program 

there is no room for what he describes as “‘not our’24 national history” and 

further on he adds “If those who are involved in creating a historical pol-
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icy fail to adopt a clear stance on the problem of regional patriotism and 

do not do justice to the multinational character and the heritage of the old 

Poland, their project will never be credible. It will remain a short-sighted 

political action of no consequences for historical debates in Poland.” 

Andrzej Romanowski is even more radical in his attempt to sound the 

alarm and warn the public that the postulate of creating national pride is 

based on “a huge dose of hypocrisy and deceit.” In his opinion it should 

be discredited for two reasons. First, it leads inevitably to the disguising of 

Polish national complexes. Secondly, it conflicts with the truth and natu-

rally “has a touch of propaganda.”25 It is in this context that the idea of 

liberal nationalism, formed by Andrzej Walicki, appears.26 With some 

simplification we may say that it is derived from the criticism of ethnic 

nationalism and proposes replacing it with a notion of national ideology in 

which “nation” means a pluralistic community. In this interpreted vision 

the natural state involves the presence of many memories complementing 

one another and creating a community based on plural identity. As 

Walicki says: “It is not a nation in the name of which one may request the 

unification of opinions and moreover institutionalize a catechism of com-

mon memory. In such a community it is impossible to impose identical 

memories or to use state institutions for this purpose.”27 

One of the few positive (though not uncritical) attempts to interpret the 

slogan “tomorrow’s patriotism” and the essays of Cichocki, Gawin, and 

Karłowicz came in the series of articles by Mencwel that we have already 

mentioned. Accepting the social need for public debate on the postulated 

content of historical policy, the researcher linked it to Jerzy Giedroyc’s 

well-known saying about the two coffins, in the shadow of which the de-

bate about Polish tradition has been taking place for years. In his opinion 

the starting point of the debate on Polish identity and the vision of patriot-

ism should be the final and critical evaluation of the thought of Józef Pił-

sudski and Roman Dmowski, not in their literal meaning but as “the con-

centration of meanings,” which expresses two main models of nation: 

society and state.28 I will not present Mencwel’s argumentation in detail, 

but in his opinion the continuation and verification of Dmowski’s model 

after 1945 was “the program of agreement with the communists proposed 

by “national Catholic” leader Bolesław Piasecki, and Piłsudki’s model 

was creatively developed by the creator of Parisian “Culture,” Jerzy Gie-

droyc. According to the above-mentioned historian the former transforma-

tion was “adaptational, totalitarian and satellite,” while the latter was 

“creative, democratic and independent.”29 Obviously those two traditions 

imply exclusive visions of Poland and patriotism with their respective 
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cultural systems, educational ideas and practices. Mencwel’s conclusion is 

not very revealing, but undoubtedly unequivocal. In the debate on histori-

cal policy we are in a situation; tertium non datur. 

Now let us turn to the politics of history. Based on the statements 

heard so far there are at least three, the first of which is the legitimizing or 

ideological function. From today’s perspective it should support democ-

ratic order, the freedom of public discussion and the debate between dif-

ferent traditions. It is especially important at times of danger coming from 

the state, as can be illustrated by the French experience: both the petition 

published on 13 December 2005 about “Freedom for History,” protesting 

against the so-called “Memory Acts” and the recent law condemning the 

Turkish massacre of Armenians in 1915.30 Secondly, there is the integra-

tive-activist function: in this case the intention underlying historical policy 

is to unite the Polish people around a commonly accepted vision of the 

past and to inspire its approval and support. Thirdly, we find the “uncov-

ering” function, with the aim of showing strange, false contents and defin-

ing the enemy (enemies) both in internal and foreign affairs. In the debate 

that we are now analyzing only the first of these functions seems not to be 

controversial;31 the other two divide historians. According to the support-

ers of memory policy its role is to oppose the false images of the national 

past that were formed under the PRL and to counter the sometimes ag-

gressive decisions to ignore the Polish perspective on historical policy of 

our neighbors (especially Russia).32 From this perspective, some of them 

do not hesitate to speak openly of “counterpropaganda” as an antidote to 

the nihilism of propaganda activities during the PRL and their continua-

tion after 1989.33 Critics of memory policy relate to the same clichés but 

evaluate them a rebours. For them the contemporary form of historical 

policy, both in its program and methods, means a return to communist 

times.34 These historians also shun the idea of applying “direct” historical 

policy in diplomatic activity. They emphasize the inefficiency of actions 

based on reinforcing mutual conflicts, the need for empathy, and rejection 

of the temptation to treat Poland as the core of all things. Walicki’s state-

ment on Polish–Russian relations is a good example of this context:  

 
Both nations, Polish and Russians, have suffered and are extremely sensitive in ques-
tions of historical memory. Our mutual relations are often marked by hysterical reac-
tions. The Russians too present similar behavior. If we reopen our own wounds, it is 
not so big a problem. The real problems crop up when the Poles set about reopening 
Russian wounds and Russians begin to reopen the Polish ones. A war over historical 
memory will do the Poles no good. That is why I think it is better advised to abstain 
from making it the object of great politics.35 
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There is another interesting question about historical policy: What does 

it say about us historians? I have already mentioned the two images of 

historians derived from the 19th century which still predominate in re-

search circles.36 The first one is related to the figure of the “neutral ob-

server,” “the impartial searcher for truth” who is guided only by cognitive 

pursuits. The second identifies the historian as the “spiritual guide and the 

educator of the nation,” who would like to transform history into a treas-

ury of useful knowledge and an important part of common opinion. 

We may get the impression that in the debate on historical policy both 

images are somehow being up-dated and gaining new justification. Obvi-

ously the supporters of historical policy most often identify themselves 

with the latter image. The key issue in this context remains the relation-

ship between historiography and social life, especially politics. As usual, 

the starting point is the diagnosis of everything that happened in Poland 

after 1989. According to one side of the debate the characteristic feature 

of this period was that historians believed that the role of the researcher 

could replace that of the judge and citizen, and politicians occupied them-

selves with historical policy, choosing a future without any reference to 

the past.37 In the opinion of supporters of memory policy the division be-

tween the scientific and the public spheres is inherently false and artificial, 

and cannot be sustained. One characteristic statement of this point of view 

goes:  

 
I cannot completely understand how a historian can declare that in reality he does not 
belong to the political sphere. It is not only the question of the contrast between the 
historian and the politician, who comes from outside and is demanding or suggesting 
something, or wants to use his knowledge instrumentally. Politics in its broad sense is 
present in the historian’s very activity, in such elementary issues as choosing a subject 
for research and presentation. I think that politics does not exist “somewhere else”; it is 
an inherent part of all human activity, and therefore of the activities of the historian. 
His decisions are political par excellence and should be treated as such.38  

 

From this perspective one may add that the results of historical re-

search are not used only for scientific purposes, but should also contain 

some educational aspect. Supporters of historical policy want to legitimize 

two types of historical discourse in regard to their social role: the aca-

demic and the popular-scientific. According to them historical research is 

a mission that is clearly described by one researcher as follows: “History 

implies some obligation (…) We cannot revive the imagination of young 

generations only with souvenirs. We must show them certain tasks 

through history, if they want to feel the value of being Polish.”39 
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Opposing this, we find the voices of those representatives of historical 

circles who favor the first of the above-mentioned images of the historian. 

They are afraid of involving the historian in current politics, for presenting 

his political views and ideas clearly contradicts the idea of independent 

historiography. Here is one example: “The sphere of the past (…) should 

remain the autonomous domain of researchers and should not be given 

away to the prosecutors who rule memory according to the interests of the 

state or raison d’etre.”40 Other discussants note that there are two ways of 

dealing with history: gratuitous and mercenary. In the former case “even the 

worst truth is better than a lie”; in the latter the researcher favors the selec-

tive and instrumental aspect of science.41 There are some radical opinions 

among the opponents of historical policy. The description “political histo-

rian” sometimes becomes the personification of someone who “knows what 

he knows and does not bother to prove it, and moreover insults others”; it is 

an image which contradicts the ideal of the historian’s work, the pursuit of 

truth, and disregards the common rules of historical methodology.42 

The moderate voices of those seeking a compromise between the 

world of politics and the historical community are in a minority. P. Mach-

cewicz voiced such an idea: in his opinion both sides should be “long-

sighted and deliberate”:  
 

politicians must appreciate the significance of history, support scientific research and 
educational activities relating to the past, but avoid an instrumental approach. But his-
torians should recognize their civic obligations and the fact that the results of their 
work are important not only for them but for the whole community. At the same time 
they should guard their independence as they would protect their own eyes, avoid the 
temptations of “court historiography” and be able to say “no” to the politicians in cer-
tain situations … I believe that such a model of co-operation is achievable, however 
difficult.43 
 

It would simplify the picture if one thought that this layer of the discus-

sion about historical policy revealed only a fundamental conflict between 

two images of the historian: “the independent scientist” and “the historian 

concerned about the spirit of the community.” It is also an issue of the place 

of knowledge about the past in public debate and questions about the histo-

rian’s responsibility. Consequently the following questions become signifi-

cant: first, should the researcher remain indifferent towards different mod-

ern ways of using the past? Second, is it possible to limit the above-

mentioned problem of responsibility only remaining faithful to truth in the 

most reasonable meaning of this word and historical methodology? Or 

should it reach beyond the purely scientific sphere and emphasize the histo-

rian’s obligations towards the community: state, national or local? 
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IV. 

 

The voices of historians presented above, emphasising differences rather 

than similarities with regard to the debate on historical policy, allow us to 

come to what are obviously provisional conclusions. 

Firstly, there is no doubt that the debate, which has gone on for several 

years, has not only brought new life into academic circles but has also 

helped us to realize that the past exercises extraordinary power and consti-

tutes an intrinsic component of our present culture. The atmosphere of the 

debate and its sometimes extremely emotional tone clearly show that the 

assumptions that were characteristic of the nineties, of a flexible future and 

a past which hardly imposes any limits, have disappeared. For some time it 

seemed that in the latter sphere there were no major issues to be debated. 

Today a significantly different opinion prevails. The discussions summa-

rized above show spectacularly that arguments about the past have grown in 

importance and that this is no temporary trend. At the beginning of the 21st 

century the recent history of Poland has become the arena of major debates, 

which divide different generations of Polish people.  

Secondly, the debate on historical policy has revealed, although only 

hazily so far, the controversy regarding the relationship between historiog-

raphy and collective memory. The reason for this situation is an almost 

simultaneous change in the circumstances under which professional histo-

rians operate. As Wojciech Wrzosek observed in a slightly different con-

text: “historians ‘breathe in’ the stereotypes of their profession and recog-

nize the fact of breathing only when the circumstances in which they 

breathe change.”44 What was the sense of this change? French historian 

Pierre Nora describes the new situation as follows:  
 
The whole of history … now transformed into a field with scientific ambitions, was 
built on the basis of memory, but memory was not perceived as individual, psycho-
logical and unreliable; it was useful only as a proof. History was the domain of the 
community, a memory of privacy. There was one history and ex definitione many 
kinds of memory, because memory is by nature individual. The idea of collective 
memory liberating and being praised means the exact opposite situation. Individuals 
had memory, communities had history. The idea that communities have memory im-
plies a significant change in the place of individuals in community and their mutual re-
lationships …45 
 

The identification of history with memory has two consequences. One 

is the rapid intensification of the use of the past in politics, tourism, and 

the economy, the other is the fact that the historian has lost his traditional 

monopoly over the interpretation of the past. Today the historian is not the 
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only producer of the past. He shares this role with judges, witnesses, the 

media and legislators.46 The boundary between common and scientific 

discourse naturally becomes blurred. Both contain the same categories, 

however differently understood. We are observing their fusion and mutual 

replacement. The very term “historical policy” is a significant example. 

From this perspective the debate on historical policy shows the tensions 

and conflicts between those who treat it as a way of manipulating collec-

tive memory and those who want it revived as a fundamental part of the 

Polish historical experience. The former case clearly shows the opposition 

between collective memory and historiography; the latter emphasizes their 

complementary relationship.47 

Thirdly, the debate presented above has raised the question of which 

model of historical policy Poland should adopt, especially in relation to 

our neighbors. Undoubtedly every historical policy relates to a certain 

system of values. Therefore, it is worth wondering whether it should be a 

civic paradigm, based on notions of human rights, democracy and plural-

ism, or a national paradigm emphasizing the following issues: sover-

eignty; the interests of the nation; and the national state.48 There are two 

reasons why it is hard to answer this question. On the one hand, Poland is 

in a difficult geopolitical position. Even if we assume that it would be 

easier to achieve a compromise with the Germans using the civic or mul-

tinational code, we still have to deal with the challenge of Russian histori-

cal policy; the celebrations of the 60th anniversary of the end of the Sec-

ond World War two years ago show that we are facing a revival of na-

tional and imperialist rhetoric. On the other hand we must face the di-

lemma: on which axiology should we base a program of historical policy? 

Are we mentally prepared to use two systems of values simultaneously? Is 

it possible at all? Its consequences would involve compromises between 

the contradictory axiologies, priorities and methods used in different 

cases. 

The debate about historical policy has already raised many such ques-

tions. Only by answering them can we move beyond well-known, com-

fortable ways of thinking and indirectly add a civic aspect to history, thus 

protecting Polish people from the always dangerous act of usurping it. 
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Rethinking the Soviet period has become one of the central problems in-

volved in constructing a new model of collective memory in Ukraine 

within the framework of nationalized history. In contrast to more remote 

historical periods, the rethinking and rewriting of the Soviet past has had 

and continues to have special meaning in present-day historical mythol-

ogy. First, the social and political meaning of that “past” has been actual-

ized in the present; it has been used quite straightforwardly in political 

infighting. Second, the methods involved in the recollection of that past 

have gone considerably beyond the professional standards to which histo-

rians were accustomed at the time of the disintegration of the USSR. 

Third, for the authorities, as well as for most professional historians and a 

large part of the Ukrainian population, the Soviet “past” constitutes pre-

sent reality in two senses. On the one hand, individual memory remains 

vital, reflecting the collective experience of the last ten to thirty years of 

Soviet rule (for many, memory goes back even further). On the other 

hand, the civic culture,1 ideological power structures, and state institu-

tional hierarchies, having undergone certain formal transformations, re-

main essentially unchanged, so that the “past” is still physically embodied 

in the “present” and naturally, influences the nature of change in historical 

memory. And even the “gains of Independence Square” proclaimed by the 

current authorities do not change this situation. 

In evaluating the role of Soviet-era social institutions inherited by post-

independence Ukrainian society, and the individuals who represent and 

embody those institutions when it comes to the formation of historical 

memory, some scholars advance explanations in the spirit of instrumental-

ism, along with a drop of conspiracy theory. Thus Professor George 

Grabowicz of Harvard University asserts:  
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… today the Ukrainian establishment is making strenuous efforts to carry out what I 

would call an amnesia project—a more or less conscious but consistently and success-

fully realized program of actions and measures intended to obliterate the recent Soviet 

past forever and to ensure that it is not researched or reviewed. This is being done for 

perfectly obvious reasons: since the former Soviet nomenklatura continues to retain 

the leading positions in every single sector of social, institutional and, most particu-

larly, political life, these people will hardly agree to support any program of remem-

bering, rethinking and reevaluating the legacy of the past, with which they are associ-

ated in the closest possible way.2 

 

The political writer and essayist Mykola Riabchuk comments on the 

problem in a similar key. Analyzing the role of the authorities in com-

memorating key dates of Soviet Ukrainian history (Volodymyr Shcherbyt-

sky’s 85th birth anniversary, the anniversary of the famine of 1932–33, or 

the “jubilee” of the Young Communist League of Ukraine, which is most 

often mentioned contextually), Riabchuk indicates that in one way or an-

other their behavior is part of a “certain discursive strategy.” If the anni-

versaries of communist symbols are worked into a general linear scheme 

of “Ukrainian statehood,” and thus directly legitimize the current admini-

stration which still bears the hallmarks of the Soviet order, that admini-

stration also makes use of key dates associated with anti-Communism 

(such as the famine of 1932–33) in order “to lend a certain respectability 

to the post-communist regime, which supposedly represents the interests 

of the whole nation and supposedly distances itself from the dubious prac-

tices of its predecessors.”3 

The historian Stanislav Kulchytsky notes the “muffled disregard of the 

famine on the part of our bureaucratic elite”4 and explains it by means of a 

psychological factor—incapacity to absorb the whole stream of negative 

information and a corresponding unwillingness to recall the “black pages” 

of the past. 

These fairly similar approaches offer a generally sound explanation of 

the post-communist authorities’ attitude to “the past in the present,” citing 

their natural desire to legalize the new regime with the aid of historical 

arguments (or the conscious or unconscious desire to ignore those portions 

of the historical map that are considered undesirable, or perceived as 

such). Still, this treatment is clearly prone to exaggerate the element of 

planning in the authorities’ actions, which in my view are fairly spontane-

ous, situational and reflexive—hardly the results of a well-considered 

strategy. The thesis of conscious and deliberate “forgetting” (or amnesia) 

is at variance with the authorities’ obvious desire to take part in “remem-

brance” from time to time and, even more, to have an active influence on 
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the nature of that remembrance (although here, too, the orientation and 

character of “remembrance” are determined situationally and expressed in 

utterly standard forms). 

Moreover, the commentators cited above obviously exaggerate the de-

gree to which the current authorities5 realize and admit their direct link with 

the communist past and their fear, supposedly associated with this, of losing 

social legitimacy. Enough time has already passed for images of the current 

authorities and their communist predecessors to separate and become disso-

ciated. Over 15 years of independence, despite the parallel existence of 

Soviet and post-Soviet structures of power that mimic one another, society 

has had time to form new notions of them. A whole complex of new images 

and idées fixes has arisen—a kind of ideological buffer zone that has af-

forded the oligarchs secure protection against the “attacks” of those who 

demanded a “trial of Communism” or a “second Nuremberg,” with the ob-

vious political subtext of discrediting those who held power at the time.6 

This buffer zone is all the more secure because Ukraine, like most of the 

former Soviet republics (with the exception, perhaps, only of the Baltics and 

Armenia), did not experience what was known in postwar Germany as “de-

Nazification” and in the post-communist lands of East Central Europe as 

“de-communization,” “lustration,”7 and the like. The Noah’s ark of the au-

thorities survived both the right-wing anti-communist escapades of the 

1990s and the ersatz orange Flood of 2004. 

To be sure, it should not be forgotten that this buffer zone was built in 

comradely fashion both by the former communist nomenklatura who 

managed to stay in power and by their opponents from the national-

democratic camp, some of whom entered the power structures themselves. 

In the early 1990s these two forces reached a tacit compromise based on a 

formal community of interests—the building of Ukrainian statehood. The 

former communists turned into nationalists and, with no less zeal than 

their recent opponents, set about publicly condemning the “crimes of the 

totalitarian regime,” thereby neutralizing possible accusations against 

themselves. (The bellwether figure par excellence is Leonid Kravchuk. 

From 1980 to 1988 he headed the Department of Agitation and Propa-

ganda of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine (CC 

CPU) and was necessarily involved in counter-propaganda measures per-

taining to the 50th anniversary of the famine of 1932–33. In 1989 he be-

came head of the Department of Ideology of the CC CPU and, until the 

change of course, took an active part in debates with the national democ-

rats. In 1991, he became president of Ukraine, winning far more votes 

than his competitor from the national-democratic camp, Viacheslav Chor-
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novil. In 1993, Mykola Plawiuk, president of the Ukrainian People’s Re-

public (UNR) “in exile” and leader of the Organization of Ukrainian Na-

tionalists (Melnyk faction), transferred the powers of the president of the 

UNR to Kravchuk. This manifested the symbolic link between the UNR 

authorities and those of present-day Ukraine, as well as the extreme prag-

matism or naïveté (or cynicism?) of some diaspora political figures (the 

cynicism of the Ukrainian oligarchs of the period goes without saying; in 

their moral frame of reference, this was a perfectly normal transition). Most 

Ukrainian diaspora organizations supported this policy openly or indirectly, 

clearly compromising their basic principles for the sake of the idea of state-

building. As a parliamentary deputy serving continuously since 1994, 

Kravchuk invariably held to the principle of joining factions that directly or 

indirectly supported those in power. In Leonid Kuchma’s times he belonged 

to the “oligarchic” faction—the (United) Social-Democratic Party. Under 

Viktor Yushchenko, he became a tribune of the “opposition” at the very 

time when “opposition” status became perfectly safe, that is, it presented no 

danger to his private capital or to his personal liberty, as it would have done 

in Kuchma’s day. In 1993, it was Kravchuk, then holding presidential of-

fice, who gave his official blessing to government measures associated with 

the 60th anniversary of the famine of 1932–33. Kravchuk was also among 

the initiators of one of the most odious commemorations of the last few 

years, the 85th anniversary of the birth of Volodymyr Shcherbytsky, first 

secretary of the CC CPU from 1972 to 1989, responsible for the cruel per-

secution of the Ukrainian dissident movement, large-scale Russification, 

and the cover-up of the Chornobyl nuclear disaster. 

Those who revived the Communist Party of Ukraine in 1993 inherited 

its real and imaginary “sins” and thus created an additional buffer for the 

oligarchs in their own persons. 

What was the role of the community of professional historians in these 

developments? On the one hand, their actions were determined by the 

ideological market (which demanded the nationalization of history). On 

the other, they themselves formulated those demands, creating a kind of 

research opportunity. If in the latter half of the 1980s historians carried 

out ideological orders directly, on the cusp of the 1990s they largely be-

gan to determine those requirements themselves and to influence the con-

juncture of the ideological market in their own right. The merging of these 

two functions remains one of the most notable features of the current state 

of official Ukrainian historiography. 

This in turn is reflected in the formation of the collective memory of 

the Soviet past. On the level of social thought and everyday conscious-



   Revisiting the Great Famine of 1932–1933 201 

ness, we see the dominance of notions representing an alloy of personal 

experience and propaganda issued by various political forces with frag-

mentary information about the past communicated through the media. 

Naturally, the schools, with their systematized standard courses in Ukrain-

ian history, play a significant role. It is quite difficult to establish the 

course of change in mass consciousness without systematic research, but 

available information in the form of letters to the editor, television pro-

grams and shows dealing with problems of Ukrainian history and the like 

indicates that many new ideological elements associated with the reevalu-

ation of the Soviet past have become fairly well established as fixed 

stereotypes.8 

All this is clearly illustrated by the “inscription” of notions about the 

famine of 1932–33 in “national” historical memory. 

The calm and “dispassionate” scholarly analysis of problems associated 

with the famine of 1932–33 in Ukraine itself is complicated by a whole 

series of sociocultural and political factors. First of all, such a huge trauma 

as the loss of several million people on one’s own territory in peacetime, 

with biological, social and sociopsychological consequences that have not 

yet been fully apprehended, can hardly be a subject of purely academic 

discussion. Since the topic itself was forbidden for decades, the compensa-

tion mechanism for that taboo is fairly obvious. It should also be remem-

bered that for some ethnic Ukrainians the famine of 1932–33 remains part 

of living memory. Many of those still alive, including some scholars, know 

of it not only from scholarly works, political writings or archival sources,9 

but also from stories told by relatives and acquaintances (there are also 

those who survived the famine in early childhood, although, understanda-

bly, the number of direct witnesses is now very small). And the very fact of 

the demise of millions of people who died a terrible martyr’s death in their 

own homes in peacetime, having entered mass consciousness, is beginning 

to influence the judgment even of those professionals most inclined to un-

prejudiced evaluation. Professional historians are also subject to pressure 

from society at large (especially when public statements are called for) and 

from the declarations of various political forces. Popular publications, liter-

ary works, television programs and films about the events of 1932–33, as 

well as a whole variety of public events, create a certain cultural setting in 

which the professional historian, who means to render a purely scholarly 

judgment on a historical phenomenon, finds it rather difficult to remain 

within the confines of a balanced academic style. Periodically, the strong 

emotional charge of the problem even brings out a measure of social hys-

teria, and in that context scholarly appeals for a sober and rational examina-
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tion of the question may be regarded (and often are regarded by a segment 

of the public) as a challenge to public opinion or as a show of disrespect for 

the memory of the victims. 

The famine of 1932–33 is an integral element of domestic political dis-

cussion and even of foreign-policy initiatives. In some cases it has been 

used to discredit part of the current political elite, which was brought up 

by the regime that organized the famine (this also helps explain the au-

thorities’ fairly “reserved” attitude to the problem and accusations leveled 

against them because of that attitude). In other cases the subject of the 

famine calls forth emotional parallels with the current state of the Ukrain-

ian nation, allegedly the result of suffering and losses in the years of to-

talitarianism. Third, today’s left-wingers have openly been called heirs to 

the party responsible for the famine of 1932–33—an obvious attempt to 

discredit them in the struggle for power. 

There is one more important circumstance that has a direct bearing on 

the nature and orientation of interpretations of the events of 1932–33. 

During the years of Soviet rule, inhabitants of the Ukrainian lands had to 

endure mass famine three times, in 1921–23, 1932–33 and 1947. But the 

greatest famine—that of 1932–33, which has come to be known as the 

holodomor (a term with no exact English equivalent, but meaning a man-

made famine) according to a tradition inherited from the Ukrainian dias-

pora—has been transformed through the efforts of political writers, histo-

rians and public activists into one of the most imposing symbols of na-

tional historical memory. It finds multifarious instrumental application in 

a variety of spheres, ranging from politics and social initiatives to art. This 

may be explained by the fact that the famine of 1921–23 was not covered 

up even in Soviet historiography. It was explained by postwar devastation 

and natural causes, and the state organized assistance to those suffering 

from starvation, including aid from abroad. The famine of 1947 was also 

not ignored by the authorities, although Soviet-era historical works that 

actually mentioned it spoke only of “food-supply problems” associated 

with the selfsame postwar devastation and drought. The famine of 1932–

33 was set apart by the very fact that a cover-up was attempted. The popu-

lation, according to popular knowledge, was not only left to its own de-

vices but also became the object of actions that scholars designate as “ter-

ror by famine,” while the international resonance of the disaster was muf-

fled by the efforts of Western politicians, journalists, and broad circles of 

pro-Soviet Western intellectuals favorably disposed to cooperation with 

the USSR. It was this famine that the authorities tried to wipe out of col-

lective memory; the subject was rendered taboo. 
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Understandably, historians dealing with this set of problems find them-

selves constantly drifting between two related discourses: ideological and 

scholarly, with the former clearly prevailing over the latter. Naturally, 

after 1991 efforts have been made to link the famines of 1921–23, 1932–

33 and 1947 into a chain of related events. For example, in an article by 

an author whose high academic reputation is not in doubt, the famine of 

1921–23 is called (metaphorically, to be sure) “a dress rehearsal for 

1933.”10 In an introduction to a publication with the eloquent title Fam-

ines in Ukraine, 1921–23, 1932–33, 1946–47: A Crime against the Na-

tion11 S. V. Kulchytsky writes of the “establishment of a planned com-

mand economy adequate to the totalitarian regime” as the general cause 

of all three famines. In their afterword, the authors of the book assert 

that 20th-century famines were the “consequence of the functioning of 

dictatorial totalitarian regimes. And this is an almost undeniable rule”12 

To be sure, the causes (grain requisitions, droughts, etc.) are spelled out 

on the level of factual exposition, but in the general context and in the 

texts themselves there are direct statements to the effect that, to a greater 

or lesser degree, all three episodes are manifestations of one strategic 

line associated in one way or another with the “subjugation of freedom-

loving Ukrainian peasant farmers.” The idea of linear continuity has 

attained institutional embodiment; the Association of Researchers of the 

Famine-Genocide of 1932–33, a public organization established in June 

1992, was renamed the Association of Researchers of Famines in 

Ukraine in 1998. 

In the Soviet Union the subject of the famine of 1932–33 was absent 

from intellectual space even in the first years of the “thaw” of the 1950s, 

although the number of direct witnesses to the catastrophe of 1932–33 

was still sufficient for it to register at the very least as a phenomenon of 

collective memory. According to contemporary testimony, talk of this 

famine was undesirable even within the family circle, as children might 

inadvertently mention it in school, with negative consequences for adults. 

The only attempt to make a partial concession and admit the famine as a 

fact dates to the late 1960s. Writing about the famine was confined to 

samvydav13 or to oblique references in works of Soviet counterpropaganda 

intended to refute the “fabrications of bourgeois falsifiers” (direct polemi-

cal engagements on this subject were not recommended).14 

In the late 1980s, given the general wave of revisionism with regard to 

the Stalinist period of Soviet history, the famine became, for the first time, 

a subject of public discussion and research in Ukraine itself. The scenario 

of its “restoration” was standard. The initiative came from political writ-
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ers, and ideological institutions had to react, making the subject relevant 

and visible, which led to its recognition. 

A strong external stimulus to the official recognition of the famine of 

1932–33 was the activity of the Ukrainian diaspora. As early as 1983, 

Ukrainians in the United States established an organization called Ameri-

cans for Human Rights in Ukraine. Owing to its active participation and 

the assistance of Ukrainian research centers in Canada and the United 

States, the problem of the famine of 1932–33 came to public attention. 

The initiative arose following the study of documents about the Holo-

caust; the parallels were all too obvious. Generally speaking, in consider-

ing the role of the diaspora in internationalizing the problem of the famine 

of 1932–33, it is important to bear in mind that efforts to endow the fam-

ine with weight and significance in international public opinion copied the 

example of the joint project of the Jewish diaspora and Israel to interna-

tionalize knowledge of the Holocaust. At the same time, this borrowing 

took place against the background of conflict between the Ukrainian and 

Jewish diasporas over questions of Ukrainian participation in the killing of 

Jews during the Second World War. On the other hand, it is well known 

that attempts to compare structurally similar tragedies of other peoples 

with the Holocaust have often met with resistance on the part of some 

Jewish historians, as in the case of efforts to treat the genocide of Arme-

nians during the First World War as an atrocity on the same level as the 

Holocaust. All this has had its effect both on the methods of representa-

tives of the Ukrainian diaspora and on perceptions of their activity. In 

1985, after considerable bureaucratic delays and intensive lobbying on 

the part of the Ukrainian diaspora, a Congressional committee was es-

tablished to research the famine (the American historian James Mace,15 

who specialized in Ukraine of the 1920s and 1930s, was appointed its 

executive director). The first volume of the committee’s report, based 

mainly on the oral testimony of émigré Ukrainian survivors of the fam-

ine, appeared in 1987. 

In 1988, an international commission of jurists was formed on the ini-

tiative of one of the largest Ukrainian diaspora organizations, the World 

Congress of Free Ukrainians. It confirmed the fact of large-scale famine in 

Ukraine in 1932–33, giving the “excessive grain requisition of July 1932” 

as its immediate cause and identifying forced collectivization, de-

‘kulak’ization and the central government’s desire to combat traditional 

Ukrainian nationalism as the preconditions.16 

In 1987, the CC CPU established a special commission composed of 

scholars from the Institute of History of the Ukrainian SSR Academy of 
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Sciences and from the Institute of Party History of the CC CPU, which 

was given the task of refuting the conclusions of the American Congres-

sional committee on the basis of archival sources. Yet it was the very ma-

terials of the Ukrainian commission that confirmed the fact of large-scale 

famine in 1932–33 and became one of the arguments for public recogni-

tion of that tragedy by the authorities. According to the reminiscences of 

participants, the documents that they received were a revelation to them, 

as archival materials on the subject had not been available even to the 

most “faithful” researchers. As a result, Volodymyr Shcherbytsky, who 

then headed the CPU, was obliged to admit the fact of the famine’s occur-

rence in his speech on the 70th anniversary of the October Revolution 

(giving drought as the cause). Understandably, this became possible only 

because the general level of revision of Stalinism in the USSR had already 

gone beyond the criticism of “particular failings” and “errors.” 

Since the initial purpose of the committee, that of counterpropaganda, 

had become irrelevant, it ceased working “to order,” but certain scholars 

belonging to it continued their archival research. Some of their work was 

published in the press and, significantly, in journals that functioned as 

official party organs (for example, in the CC CPU journal Pid praporom 

leninizmu [Under the Banner of Leninism]). A general statement of their 

conclusions took the form of a documentary collection, The Famine of 

1932–1933 in Ukraine: Through the Eyes of Historians, In the Language 

of Documents.17 The materials contained therein became the subject of 

special discussion at a session of the Politburo of the CC CPU in January 

1990: according to eyewitnesses, the attitude of Volodymyr Ivashko, then 

first secretary of the CC CPU, was decisive in clearing the book for publi-

cation.18 In February 1990 the CC CPU adopted a resolution “On the Fam-

ine of 1932–1933 in Ukraine and the Publication of Associated Archival 

Materials.” The rhetoric of the resolution was a mixture of conclu-

sions—fairly radical for the time—on the cause of the famine (carrying 

out the policy of grain requisitions “on a compulsory basis, with the 

extensive use of repressive measures”) and ritual references to the viola-

tion of “Leninist principles of peasant cooperation.”19 Later, at the level 

of the Politburo of the CC CPU, a decision was made to include the sub-

ject of “Total Collectivization and Famine among the Rural Population 

in 1932–33” in the “Republican Program for the Development of His-

torical Research and Improvement of the Study and Propaganda of the 

History of the Ukrainian SSR.” 

It may be said with certainty that it was these decisions and the publi-

cation of the documentary collection that initiated open and thoroughgo-
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ing discussion of the problem of the famine of 1932–33. The prohibition 

was lifted officially at the highest level. Public organizations became in-

volved. In particular, with the active support of the Memorial Society, a 

number of public conferences, including regional ones, were organized in 

the early 1990s to “revive the memory” of 1932–33. The subject produced 

its enthusiasts, the writers Volodymyr Maniak and Liudmyla Kovalenko-

Maniak, who carried out an extensive project to collect oral and documen-

tary evidence, thought to have been lost, about the famine of 1932–33. A 

book of testimonies, 33: Famine. A People’s Memorial Volume, appeared 

under their editorship in 1991.20 

That book marked the first instance of turning to everyday national 

consciousness as an alternative to official history. The method of its com-

pilation was quite simple: Stanislav Kulchytsky drafted a list of questions 

that appeared in Sil’s’ki visti (Village News), one of the largest mass-

circulation newspapers, in December 1988. Appealing to its readers, Kul-

chytsky indicated that historians possessed very few documents (and ac-

cess to them was minimal indeed); hence the testimony of eyewitnesses 

was particularly important. Readers were asked to “recall” instances of 

resistance to the requisition of foodstuffs on the part of local party and 

government representatives; repressive measures against leading workers 

and collective farmers because of their grain-requisition arrears; forms of 

decentralized assistance to the starving (at the local level) on the part of 

the authorities; the fate of villages blacklisted for failing to meet grain-

requisition quotas; the numbers of fellow villagers who died of starvation; 

assistance from the cities during the spring sowing campaign of 1933; 

and, quite simply, their own observations.21 Close to 6,000 letters were 

received,22 a 1,000 of which were published in the book. 

The appeal to “witnesses” through the newspaper created a precedent 

for commemorative practice unique in Ukrainian experience. This was, in 

effect, a program of “remembrance” that not only influenced the direction 

and nature of the whole process but also largely determined the way in 

which the events of 1932–33 were subsequently imagined in mass con-

sciousness—indeed, in the formation of collective historical memory. The 

efforts of local enthusiasts to revive the memory of the famine met with 

active support, both institutional and financial, from the Ukrainian dias-

pora.23 Such public organizations as Rukh, Memorial, the All-Ukrainian 

Prosvita Society, the Writers’ Union of Ukraine, and the Ukraine Society, 

as well as academic institutions and the press, became involved in the 

organization of public events dedicated to the famine of 1932–33. It be-

came apparent that for decades hundreds and thousands of people had 
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kept their own reminiscences or those of people close to them, neighbors 

and acquaintances, and only the strict taboo on the subject had rendered it 

“invisible.” The collection of testimonies in the regions of Ukraine, organ-

ized as a true grassroots initiative, and numerous community events in 

villages and towns that had suffered from the famine (memorial services, 

processions with crosses, the erection of memorial tablets, monuments, 

crosses, grave mounds and the exhibition of documents)—all this evoked 

mass “remembrance” of the events of 1932–33. This revival of memory 

was already taking place in a new context and flowing directly into the 

Ukrainian national historical narrative, which was then taking shape. By 

the same token, the process of “remembrance” had already taken on its 

own logic and dynamics. The public revelation of testimonies and docu-

ments created a corresponding sociopsychological atmosphere in which 

new testimonies and references were already contributing to a certain 

scenario and being dramatized either consciously or subconsciously. 

Since history was being put into active service in the late 1980s to le-

gitimize Ukraine’s claim to sovereignty, a subject of such colossal emo-

tional and political potential could not remain on the sidelines of practical 

politics. On the cusp of the 1990s, references to the famine became an 

obligatory element of virtually all public appearances, oral or written, 

dedicated to criticizing the Soviet system. This applied particularly to the 

condemnation of “external influences” on Ukraine, first and foremost 

those of communist ideology and the communist rule that it sustained, 

which were presented as “fundamentally alien” to the Ukrainian tradition 

and mentality. In conjunction with this, as Mykola Riabchuk has noted, a 

rather characteristic change of terminology took place over time in the 

rhetoric of politicians representing the authorities. The terms “Stalin re-

gime,” “totalitarian regime,” “totalitarian system,” and the like were used 

in official documents, appeals and speeches, but the word communist was 

generally absent.24 Riabchuk considers this part of the above-mentioned 

strategy, although one might imagine that those responsible for composing 

the texts of politicians’ public appearances made use of scholarly and 

popular literature in which this particular terminology is dominant. More-

over, there are instances of senior government officials referring to the 

“communist regime” as the organizer of the famine of 1932–33,25 so it 

may be assumed that these nuances did not have the same symbolic mean-

ing for the leadership of that day as they have for Riabchuk and other 

intellectuals. 

During the years of independence, a certain algorithm was worked out 

for public references to the famine. As a rule, interest peaked in anniver-
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sary years: 1993, 1998 and 2002–3. In every instance, the subject of the 

holodomor was exploited for political purposes by a variety of forces (it 

should be noted that in all instances the “bursts” of interest in the subject 

coincided chronologically with pre-electoral or electoral campaigns, 

whether parliamentary or presidential). Some of the national-democratic 

forces and the more radical right-wingers made use of the subject in their 

struggle against the left, which managed to keep a stable hold on the sym-

pathies of a significant part of the population, especially in eastern and 

southern Ukraine, until 2002. The left-wingers, for their part, periodically 

exploited references to the famine in their propaganda directed against the 

ruling authorities.26 The authorities themselves, referring to the subject in 

connection with anniversary dates, issued directives enumerating com-

memorative events and persons responsible for them but were fairly stingy 

when it came to financial support for those events. Depending on the re-

gional balance of political forces, the local authorities carried out those 

directives or ignored them. Quite often the local authorities simply carried 

out the directive, the population was “informed,” and pro forma measures 

were taken so that a report could be prepared. For instance, on 20 Novem-

ber 2003 the authorities in Kharkiv oblast held a “residents’ information 

day.” The report on it noted that “those taking part included deputy heads 

of the oblast state administration, heads and deputy heads of rayon state 

administrations and city executive committees, as well as heads of enter-

prises, institutions and organizations of the region.27 Interestingly enough, 

this tedious bureaucratic style is quite an accurate reflection of the wholly 

perfunctory attitude generally adopted by local authorities in response to 

such initiatives from the center, which were no less perfunctory to begin 

with. In other instances, such directives from the central authorities were 

sabotaged outright (the motives can only be guessed at)—needless to say, 

with no consequences for those responsible. 

The first president of Ukraine, Leonid Kravchuk, who had been fairly 

successful in exploiting the slogans of the national-democratic opposition 

(Rukh) during the perestroika period, assisted personally in the organiza-

tion of activities commemorating the 60th anniversary of the famine of 

1932–33. The cause also gained considerable support from activists of the 

national-democratic movement of the late 1980s who became high-

ranking government officials,28 and from the diaspora, which gained a 

voice and moral weight in Ukrainian domestic politics for a time.29 In 

September 1993, Kravchuk took part in an international conference on 

“The Famine of 1932–33 in Ukraine: Causes and Consequences.” The 

leader’s presence at the conference was considered substantial proof of the 



   Revisiting the Great Famine of 1932–1933 209 

authorities’ interest in the “revival of historical truth,” although it may be 

assumed that the approach of the 1994 elections was also an (unadver-

tised) motive. 

Still, the feigned or genuine enthusiasm of the supreme authorities and 

the civic courage of initiators close to those authorities had their limits. In 

May 1993, the official program of activities proposed by the organizing 

committee included an item on the trial of those responsible for the famine 

before a People’s Court (Tribunal),30 and the Days of Sorrow and Re-

membrance of Victims of the Famine were planned as a large-scale stage 

spectacle (with the best directorial talents—Yurii Illienko, Mykola 

Mashchenko, and Leonid Osyka—summoned to put it on). In July of the 

same year both the idea of the tribunal and the stage-spectacle component 

vanished from the program.31 

With Leonid Kuchma’s accession to power, the ideological sphere be-

came less significant in government policy. (It was during his administra-

tion that the post of vice-premier for humanitarian issues was marginal-

ized and, unlike in the previous period, became more technical. In the 

corridors of power, the holder of that office came to be known as “folksy” 

[sharovarnyi]). Accordingly, key dates and events took on narrowly 

pragmatic significance. It was difficult to get along without them, but they 

were more an auxiliary factor strengthening the authorities’ hand than a 

principal element in the formation of their image, as had been the case in 

previous years. Still, this pragmatism had important systemic conse-

quences; it was in Kuchma’s times that the famine of 1932–33 was legiti-

mized as part of official commemorative practice. In October 1998 the 

government adopted a special resolution on the 65th anniversary of the 

famine of 1932–33, and in November of that year President Kuchma 

signed a special decree establishing a Day of Remembrance of Famine 

Victims. In 2003 the Ukrainian authorities undertook foreign-policy initia-

tives in order to gain recognition of the famine of 1932–33 by the interna-

tional community. 

The social situation itself impelled the authorities to change their atti-

tude: as the domestic political struggle grew more intense, the president’s 

milieu had to devote more attention to gaining ideological legitimacy by 

exploiting the ideological construct generally known as the “national 

idea.” 

By the early 2000s, the famine of 1932–33 had become an important 

element of that idea. In February 2002 (a year of parliamentary elections 

regarded as a test of strength prior to the presidential elections of 2004), 

Leonid Kuchma signed a decree “On Measures Related to the 70th Anni-
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versary of the Famine in Ukraine.” The document is extraordinarily inter-

esting because, on the one hand, it reproduced in detail all the ritual com-

memorative practices introduced by popular initiative during previous 

years and, on the other, it contained standard bureaucratic rhetoric32 in-

tended to “recode” the play of symbols and seize the initiative from the 

opposition.33 On 6 December 2002, Kuchma issued a directive to establish 

a Memorial to the Victims of Famine and Political Repression in Kyiv.34 

The execution of that directive turned into an endless dispute between 

various Kyiv offices, compounded by bureaucratic obstruction, that con-

tinues to this day. 

The coming to power of political forces defining themselves as an op-

position to the “Kuchma regime” was supposed to signal a change in the 

attitude of the supreme authorities to the problem of the Famine of 1932–

33, if only because of the general image of the “new” administration and 

the sincere desire of the new head of state to promote the restoration of 

genuine historical memory. Nevertheless, the first declarations and actions 

of the new authorities intended to commemorate the famine of 1932–33 

and to endow it with genuine social significance were strangely reminis-

cent of the practices of the previous administration. On 4 November 2005, 

President Viktor Yushchenko signed a decree “On Honoring the Victims 

and Casualties of Famines in Ukraine,” a mirror image of the standard 

rhetoric found in similar documents issued by the Kuchma government. A 

whole series of initiatives proposed in the document amounts to the same 

standard scheme intended to ensure the “restoration of historical justice” 

and “citizens’ profound awareness of the causes and consequences of the 

genocide of the Ukrainian people.”35 In 2005–2007 the presidential office 

has issued seven ‘commemorative’ decrees devoted to 1932–1933. 

What was the attitude to the problem on the part of the legislative au-

thorities? In June 1993 the Association of Researchers of the Famine-

Genocide of 1932–33 in Ukraine initiated a proposal to establish a tempo-

rary commission of the Verkhovna Rada (Supreme Council or parliament) 

of Ukraine. On the basis of documents available to scholars, the commis-

sion would determine that the famine was a crime against the Ukrainian 

people, an act of outright genocide that had undermined the gene pool and 

the spiritual and cultural potential of the Ukrainian nation. The matter was 

to be referred to the International Court of Justice at the Hague.36 “By way 

of carrying out the decree of the president of Ukraine,” the Institute of 

Ukrainian History of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine pro-

posed that the Verkhovna Rada “consider the question of the famine of 

1932–33 in Ukraine and render an evaluation of that action that would not 
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be at variance with the truth … a situation has arisen that necessitates an 

official evaluation of the famine as a deliberate action on the part of a 

totalitarian state.”37 

The authors of the proposal referred to the conclusions of the Ameri-

can Congressional commission and the international commission of jurists 

and scholars (1988), noting that the official evaluation contained in the 

CC CPU resolution of 26 January 1990 “is not fully in accord with the 

truth.” In July 1993 the organizing committee in charge of commemorat-

ing the 60th anniversary of the famine of 1932–33 (headed by Vice-

Premier Mykola Zhulynsky) proposed to the leadership of the Verkhovna 

Rada that the problem be discussed at one of its sessions. A formal reply 

was received with a request to prepare a historical background paper and a 

draft parliamentary resolution, as well as to suggest someone qualified to 

speak about the famine. Further consultations with key figures in the lead-

ership of the Verkhovna Rada made it apparent that there was no prospect 

of discussing the famine of 1932–33 during the current session. The elec-

tions of 1994, both parliamentary and presidential, were drawing near, and 

the deputies were interested in entirely different questions. Moreover, the 

composition of parliament, formed during the Soviet period, did not favor 

political scenarios promoting the thoroughgoing condemnation of the 

crimes of the communist regime. In addition, Ukraine was undergoing a 

large-scale economic and social crisis,38 and social morale was already 

quite low. Consequently, when certain activists and amateur famine re-

searchers insisted on emphasizing facts that were difficult to accept, the 

public response was one of sociopsychological rejection and fatigue with 

a surfeit of negativism. 

In 2003, the situation looked different. By that time, the subject of the 

famine had reached the peak of its political and ideological significance. 

As in the past, the executive authorities approached the anniversary with 

restraint, although they mined the subject quite extensively to show their 

“unity with the people.” One of the additional reasons for such restraint 

may well have been a desire not to worsen relations with Russia, espe-

cially in 2003, which was declared the year of Russia in Ukraine. Ideo-

logical rhetoric of the day often repeated such constructions as “the fam-

ine organized by Moscow” and references to centuries-old imperial 

(meaning Muscovite and Russian) policy in Ukraine. Popular writings of 

the time included works by authors such as A. Kulish.39 The explanatory 

texts accompanying the photo exhibition on the walls of St. Michael’s 

Golden-Domed Monastery in Kyiv, located near the monument to famine 

victims, include direct reminders that villages devastated by the famine of 
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1932–33 were repopulated by settlers from Russia. A work of popular 

history prepared by scholars (with a press run of 3,000 copies) indicates 

(with no reference to generalizations based on factual data) that the prole-

tarians “sent to Ukrainian villages to collect grain” consisted mainly of 

ethnic Russians and that “military units and other power structures com-

posed mainly of ethnic Russians were used to carry out forced collectivi-

zation, dekulakization and the requisition of foodstuffs in Ukraine during 

the famine period.”40 At the same time, parliament became extraordinarily 

active. Paradoxically enough, the very issue of the famine of 1932–33 

became a cause of dissension in the ranks of the many-colored opposition, 

which included left- and right-wing elements. The communist faction, 

which formally belonged to the opposition, became the most active oppo-

nent of any consideration of the famine in parliament. Our Ukraine, a 

coalition of center-right forces recently allied with the communists in the 

struggle against the “Kuchma regime,” became the major promoter of 

special parliamentary hearings. It was supported by some of the pro-

presidential factions (with the consent of Leonid Kuchma, to be sure), 

deepening ideological fissures within the opposition. They were joined by 

the socialists, who thus violated the “unity of the left.” The speaker of 

parliament, Volodymyr Lytvyn, also showed considerable activity. Since 

he was a historian by education, the organization of such hearings was a 

marvelous opportunity for him to consolidate his image as a scholar-

politician and a nationally aware intellectual capable of reliving the trage-

dies of the past together with his people. 

In February 2003 special hearings on the famine of 1932–33 were held 

at the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine. A special session of parliament took 

place on 14 May 2003. The keynote speech was given by Vice-Premier 

Dmytro Tabachnyk, also an historian by education. By official standards, 

his declarations on behalf of the executive authorities were extraordinarily 

radical: in particular, the famine of 1932–33 was termed a “Ukrainian 

Holocaust.”41 Parliament approved an “Appeal to the Ukrainian People” 

in which the famine was called an act of genocide against the Ukrainian 

people.42 

Also in 2003, the joint efforts of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Ukraine and the Ukrainian diaspora resulted in a number of initiatives 

(pursuant to a presidential decree) intended to obtain international recog-

nition of the famine of 1932–33 as an act of genocide against the Ukrain-

ian people. In September 2003, speaking at the 58th session of the UN 

General Assembly, Leonid Kuchma called on the delegates to render due 

respect to the memory of the famine victims. The Ministry of Foreign 



   Revisiting the Great Famine of 1932–1933 213 

Affairs and the Ukrainian mission to the UN prepared a draft resolution 

for the 58th session condemning the famine and terming it an act of geno-

cide, but the attempt to secure adoption of the special resolution proved 

unsuccessful. The Ukrainian authorities had to content themselves with a 

joint declaration of 36 states that did not contain the word “genocide.” It is 

hard to say whether this was an achievement or a failure: in any case, the 

events of 1932–33 became an object of (not particularly acute) attention 

on the part of the international community, but the desired resonance was 

not achieved. It is safe to predict that future efforts to secure recognition 

of the famine of 1932–33 as an act of genocide, especially on the interna-

tional level, will be no less intense. President Yushchenko’s above-

mentioned decree includes a point on promoting “additional” measures 

intended to obtain “recognition by the international community of the 

famine of 1932–33 in Ukraine as a genocide of the Ukrainian people and 

one of the greatest tragedies in human history.”43 In November 2006 the 

Ukrainian Parliament has adopted the Law On Mane-Made Famine of 

1932–1933 in Ukraine. Article 1 of the Law stated that ‘The Man-Made 

Famine of 1932–1933 in Ukraine is a genocide of the Ukrainian People.’ 

According to the Article 2 of the Law public denial of the Man-Made 

Famine of 1932–1933 was proclaimed as a contamination of the memory 

of the millions of victims’ and ‘humiliation of the dignity of the Ukrainian 

people.’ The Holodomor  ‘denial’ was labeled as ‘unlawful’ act, however, 

no further clarifications or legal provisions were introduced.44 

Having emerged in Ukrainian intellectual and ideological space in the 

mid-1980s as part of the general critique of the Soviet past, the subject of 

the famine of 1932–33 became an important functional element of politi-

cal disputes and ideological differences. It solidly established itself among 

popular historical notions of the Ukrainian past and became part of “text-

book” history. The speed with which it entered collective memory is to be 

explained above all by its utility both for the incumbent authorities and for 

many of those who aspired to the role of opposition. At the same time, the 

efforts of those who helped construct images of the famine of 1932–33 at 

the professional scholarly or political/ideological levels found an echo in 

the segment of the population for which the famine was still part of inher-

ited “popular memory” and those who were direct witnesses to the famine 

of 1946–47. Thanks to this, the already constructed memory of 1932–33 

became more organic and natural, shedding the formal characteristics of 

“invented tradition.” 

Naturally, such a large-scale project could not have been completed 

without scholars. Their contribution to the formal scholarly elaboration of 
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the problem can be grasped by means of the following figure: by 2001, the 

bibliographic total of publications about the famine of 1932–33 amounted 

to more than 6,000 items.45 The scholarly study of the subject and its pres-

ence in collective consciousness are gradually drawing apart: in the first 

instance, there is a growing dominance of elements of rational analysis, 

while the second is stuck fast at the level of “lacrimogenesis”46 and re-

membrance of a great national tragedy. To be sure, for many Ukrainians, 

regardless of ethnic origin, interest in the subject is also a matter of pro-

found moral and ethical significance based on the desire to render due 

respect to the memory of the victims of the terror-famine. That said, it 

should be noted that precisely on the level of everyday consciousness one 

does not encounter any explicit demands, even symbolic ones, to punish 

those responsible for organizing the famine. 

On the level of practical politics, the subject of the famine remains a 

matter of political speculation and pragmatic exploitation; its moral sig-

nificance becomes lost in political squabbles or is discredited by those 

attempting to exploit it. It is not identified in social consciousness with 

high moral and ethical standards. For politicians, references to “national 

traumas” generally serve to promote immediate political goals and mobi-

lize the populace in the short term. Naturally, Ukrainian politicians are no 

exception to the norm. 

Turning to long-term prospects, the evolution of collective national 

memory with regard to the “revived” subject of the famine of 1932–33, as 

analyzed in this article, attests to the complete absence of strategies both 

on the level of public organizations and on that of the state policy of re-

membrance. We are not speaking here of anything resembling the huge 

“Holocaust industry,” for which Ukraine has neither the financial re-

sources nor the requisite cultural tradition (unless the latter can be in-

vented). One can hardly speak even of something on the scale of the Insti-

tute of National Memory created by Ukraine’s closest neighbors, the 

Poles. Attempts to establish similar structures in Ukraine look like inept 

parodies. In May 2002 the people’s deputy Lev Lukianenko presented 

Vice-Premier Volodymyr Semynozhenko with an official project for the 

establishment of a Research Institute on the Genocide of the Ukrainian 

People. He proposed an institute with a staff of 30 (20 of whom would be 

scholarly researchers and assistants) with an annual budget of approx. 

500,000 hryvnias (close to US $90,000 at the time). It would concentrate 

on three areas of research: 1) holodomory (“man-made famines”), 2) 

large-scale repressions, and 3) deportations. The proposal was not ap-

proved, for, according to an official note from the Institute of History of 
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the Academy of Sciences of Ukraine, “the problem of large-scale repres-

sions and deportations is being studied as part of the program ‘Rehabili-

tated by History,’” which already comprised “hundreds of research works 

and several defended candidate and doctoral dissertations. Dozens of 

books and many hundreds of articles have been published.” The same 

document proposed the establishment of a Center for the Study of Fam-

ines as part of the Institute of Ukrainian History, with a staff of ten re-

searchers.47 As a result, the above-mentioned Center for the Study of 

Genocide in Ukraine, with a staff of three, was indeed established. It con-

stitutes the most active and productive element of the Association of Re-

searchers of Famines in Ukraine. The center, which functions as a subunit 

of the Institute of Ukrainian History, is currently occupied with the subject 

of “The Genocide of National, Ethnic and Religious Groups in Ukraine in 

the 20th Century: A Historical, Political and Legal Analysis.” 

On 11 July 2005 President Viktor Yushchenko signed a Decree on the 

Establishment of an Institute of National Memory, the realization of 

which turned into an extraordinarily unedifying spectacle involving politi-

cians, businessmen and community activists. The clash of personal ambi-

tions, material interests and political speculation with regard to the insti-

tute itself, its ideology, location, financing, and so on serves to discredit 

an idea of uncommon importance to society. By the end of 2006 the insti-

tute still exists in a form of two rooms in the Cabinet of Ministers prem-

ises with the staff comprised of the director and his two deputies. 

The new Ukrainian political and intellectual elites are not prepared to 

mobilize public opinion by exercising their potential for symbolic politics 

(which have their subjective and objective limitations in Ukraine) in a 

well-considered and consistent manner. In some cases, the elites mistak-

enly consider symbolic politics to be of secondary importance; in others, 

their purely ethical or narrow ideological interests limit the social signifi-

cance of particular symbols. 

 

NOTES 

 
  1 In the present context, the term “culture” refers to certain standards of social behavior, 

communication, collective reactions, traditions and hierarchies of values.  

  2 H. Hrabovych, “Ukraïna: pidsumky stolittia,”[Ukraine: The Summary of the Century] 

Krytyka, No. 11 (1999): 7. Professor Grabowicz disagrees with my treatment of his 

comments quoted in this article, especially with the term “conspiracy theory.” He ex-

plained in a private discussion (August 2005) that he was referring not so much to a de-

liberate rational strategy on the part of the authorities as to the general attitude of the 

current establishment. The establishment he had in mind was of course that of the Ku-
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chma period, but it seems to my understanding that the post-Kuchma authorities are re-

acting in the same way. What psychologists call the “dynamic stereotype” remains un-

changed. My comments in the present article refer only to Professor Grabowicz’s text, 

not to his subsequent remarks.  

  3 M. Riabchuk, “Pot’omkins’kyi iuvilei, abo shche raz pro amnistiiu, amneziiu ta ‘spad-

koiemnist’ postkomunistychnoï vlady v Ukraïni” [Potiomkin’s Jubilee or Once Again 

About Amnesty, Amnesia and ‘Legacy’ of Post-Communist Power In Ukraine] Suchas-

nist’, No. 3 (2004): 74.  

  4 S. Kul’chyts’kyi, “Demohrafichni naslidky holodu-henotsydu 1933 r. v Ukraïni,” 

[Demographic Consequences of Famine-Genocide of 1933 in Ukraine] in: Henotsyd 

ukraïns’koho narodu: istorychna pam’iat’ ta politychno-pravova otsinka. Mizhnarodna 

naukovo-teoretychna konferentsiia. Materialy (Kyiv, 25 November 2000) (Kyiv and 

New York: Vydavnyctvo M.P. Kots, 2003), p. 5. 

  5 The basic text of this article was written in 2004, but the term “current authorities” still 

applies to much of the present-day political milieu, especially those from the middle 

ranks of the post-communist nomenklatura. 

  6 The “Nuremberg-2” Ukrainian National Committee to Organize an International Trial of 

the CPSU was established in March 1996 at the initiative of the All-Ukrainian Society of 

Political Prisoners and Victims of Repressions, the Association of Famine Researchers, 

and the Vasyl Stus Memorial Society. The public tribunal was held in Lithuania in 2000 

but had no serious resonance whatever in Ukraine, its time had passed. 

  7 The subject of lustrations emerged immediately after the events of the autumn and 

winter of 2004, which came to be known as the Orange Revolution, but it was regarded 

as an attempt to settle accounts with the old regime and came to nought, receiving nei-

ther broad popular support nor the blessing of the new oligarchs.  

  8 Quite interesting in this regard are the analytical studies of pupils’ papers on Ukrainian 

history written for a contest during the 1998–99 school year. Among the negative as-

pects of Ukrainian history, pupils clearly identified the “bloody specter of communism” 

and the “totalitarian Bolshevik system” (sic). See Fisher Claudia “Chy mozhna pysaty 

pro istoriiu bez heroïchnoho pafosu?” [Is it possible to write about history without pa-

thos?] Doba, No. 2 (2002): 9. 

  9 The mere reading of certain archival documents about the famine of 1932–33 can suf-

fice to bring about psychological trauma. 

10 See O. Movchan, “Holod 1921–1923 rr.: ‘heneral’na repetytsiia’ 1933-ho,” [Famine of 

1922-1923: A Dress Rehearsal of 1933] in Holod 1932–1933 rokiv v Ukraïni: prychyny 

i naslidky [Famine 1932-1933 in Ukraine. Reasons and results] (Kyiv: Naukova 
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12 Ibid., p. 257 (emphasis added).  

13 It is worth mentioning the book Ethnocide of Ukrainians in the U.S.S.R. (The Ukrainian 

Herald, Nos. 7–8 (Baltimore, Md.: Smoloskyp Publishers, 1978), an English translation 

of Ukrainian samvydav (self-published) materials probably written by Stepan Khmara. 

The famine of 1932–33 receives particular attention in the chapter devoted to the 

demographic losses of ethnic Ukrainians during the years of Soviet rule.  
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p. 805.  
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explicit endorsement of the interpretation of the famine of 1932–33 as an act of geno-

cide, which was based on personal conviction and clearly made no pretense of “objec-

tivity,” was exploited by politicians and political writers of the national-patriotic camp 

as an argument advanced by an “unbiased” professional historian and a foreigner to 

boot.  

16 Mezhdunarodnaia komissiia po rassledovaniiu goloda na Ukraine 1932–1933 godov. 

Itogovyi otchet 1990 [International Commission for Investigation of the Famine in 

Ukraine of 1932-1933. Final report 1990] (Kiev: 1992), p. 15. 
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(Kyiv: Politvydav Ukrainy, 1990). 

18 S. Kul’chyts’kyi, “Demohrafichni naslidky holodu-henotsydu 1933 r. v Ukraïni,” 

[Demographic Consequences of Famine-Genocide of 1933 in Ukraine] in Henotsyd 
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naukovo-teoretychna konferentsiia, Kyiv, 25 lystopada 2000 r.) (Kyiv and New York: 

Vydavnyctvo M. Kots, 2003), p. 20. 
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(9 December 1988). 

22 Dzh. Meis “Henotsyd v Ukraïni—dovedeno!” [The genocide in Ukraine – Proven!] 

Den’, (22 November 2000). 

23 Suffice it to note that ten publications on the famine were sponsored by Marian Kots, an 

American publisher of Ukrainian descent. 

24 M. Riabchuk “Pot’omkins’kyi iuvilei, abo shche raz pro amnistiiu, amneziiu ta ‘spad-

koiemnist’ postkomunistychnoï vlady v Ukraïn.” [Potiomkin’s Jubilee or Once Again 

About Amnesty, Amnesia and ‘Legacy’ of Post-Communist Power In Ukraine] 

Suchasnist’, No. 3. (2004): 77. 

25 For example, in President Leonid Kuchma’s appeal to the Ukrainian people of 24 No-

vember 2003 in connection with the Day of Remembrance of Victims of Famine and 

Political Repression, we read: “The Famine and mass political repressions planned and 

carried out by the communist regime placed the very existence of the nation in ques-

tion.” See the official Internet site of President L. D. Kuchma of Ukraine, 

www.president.gov.ua/activity/zayavinterv/speakto/114407592.html.  
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(!) in which the famine of 1932–33 figured in the context of the current situation of 

most of the Ukrainian population, most notably pensioners. When the communists were 

preparing public actions in 2000, one of their slogans was “No to the sale of land and 

famine in 2000!” For a detailed discussion, see S. Kostyleva, “Novitnia kompartiina 
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torychna pam’iat’ ta polityko-pravova otsinka [Genocide of Ukrainian people: Histori-
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27 [Official Site of the President of Ukraine Accessed 23 June 2004] www.president.gov. 
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28 To name some of them: Mykola Zhulynsky, vice-premier of Ukraine in 1993; Ivan 

Dziuba, minister of culture; Dmytro Pavlychko, head of the Verkhovna Rada Commis-

sion on Foreign Affairs; Ivan Drach, head of the council of the Society for Relations 

with Ukrainians Abroad. See the Decree of the President of Ukraine “Pro zakhody u 

zv’iazku z 60-my rokovynamy holodomoru v Ukraïni,” [On Measures in Connection 

with the 60th Anniversary of the Famine in Ukraine] Holos Ukraïny, (20 March 1993).  

29 Given the composition of the organizing committee responsible for preparing and car-

rying out the program of activities in connection with the 60th anniversary of the fam-

ine in Ukraine, it is possible to identify the organizations whose ideas were voiced by 
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America, the Ukrainian National Aid Association (USA), the Ukrainian Canadian Con-

gress, the Ukrainian World Congress (Canada), and the Australian Federation of 
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the post-communist authorities: Ivan Drach, Pavlo Movchan and Volodymyr 
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S. V. Kulchytsky).  
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kur’ier (29 March 2002). 
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thorities “increase attention to the daily needs of citizens who survived the famine, im-

prove medical and social services for them, help them tend their household gardens, and 

find ways of providing material assistance to such people.” Those who drafted the decree 
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kupono-karbovantsi, while the total budget for the Days of Sorrow was to be 
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 “All history is the history of past politics” 

F. R. Ankersmit 

 

INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS 

 

The revision of the events of the Second World War played a crucial role 

before and after the change of regime in post-socialist and post-Soviet 

societies. I argue that this is largely because the interpretation of certain 

historical events strongly affected the reconfiguration of collective identi-

ties in Central and Eastern Europe after 1989.1 Daniel Levy points to this 

very connection, when he writes that “historical revisionism does not di-

rectly cause new identities, but it does generate public attention to identity 

deficits and suggest alternative frames of identification… It is in this ca-

pacity that historical revisionism has come to serve as a crucial link be-

tween collective memory and the nation, as the crisis of collective identi-

ties continues.”2 

Turning to the case study of Estonia, the overriding question, therefore, 

is how the transformed sociopolitical and spatial frameworks affect post-

Soviet identities.3 In this article I examine three separate landmarks of 

Estonia’s contemporary “historical culture” that are all examples of the 

continuous reinterpretation of historical facts that has taken place since the 

society underwent political reframing;4 namely: 1) the work of the Esto-

nian Occupation Museum; 2) the “Estonian International Commission for 

the Investigation of Crimes against Humanity”; and 3) the conflict over 

memorial monuments to different veteran groups in Estonia. All these 

cases concern public ways of dealing with the enduring ambiguities of 

Estonia’s recent past; particularly with the controversial issues of indige-

nous collaboration and complicity with the Soviet regime and the Nazi 

occupiers, as well as with traumatic memories of the war and postwar 

years. Within the realm of memory politics they represent attempts at 

agreeing on a codification of how to officially remember Estonia’s past. In 
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the background of my discussion stands the question of what makes them 

instances of “historical revisionism.” To scrutinize this question, I con-

sider historical revisionism in relation to five different “public uses” of 

history, namely the moral, ideological, political, existential and emblem-

atic dimension of history.5 

 

HISTORICAL REVISIONISM 
 
I begin by proposing that revising conventional historical interpretations 

in the light of subsequent knowledge is an essential part of what Alexan-

der von Humboldt termed “the historian’s task”; that is, the (self-) reflex-

ivity of a scholar and his or her discipline. In this the interpretation of 

historical facts is not simply corrected and erased; it is rather a case of 

adding layers to an existing body of knowledge. To put it differently, the 

lens through which historical facts are viewed is “exchanged” for a more 

fitting one. Temporal distance and a somewhat more “detached” perspec-

tive may also lead to the revision of past interpretations. Therefore, I un-

derstand the term “revisionism” as an effort to update the interpretation of 

historical facts in the light of new findings (e.g., the opening of archive 

collections, the release of formerly classified material, etc.). Hence, the 

revision of history is dependent on the availability of sources, and on the 

researcher’s position in time and space. 

Albeit the term historical revisionism has acquired a pejorative mean-

ing, implying manipulation and abuse, I do not view it as something nega-

tive per se. And even though David Irving can be termed a historical revi-

sionist (or more precisely a “Holocaust revisionist”), I nevertheless con-

tend that not all historical revisionists are of Irving’s contour.6 Irving’s 

case, which certainly represents the extreme end of the scale, may how-

ever serve us in the attempt to define historical revisionism.7 Levy, who 

also does not view historical revisionism as something intrinsically nega-

tive, notes how the “hunger for memory” observable since the 1980s has 

been accompanied by a proliferation of historical revisionism, and that its 

objective is to question the foundational myths of the nation.8 “More spe-

cifically, the object of historical revisionism is to debunk those mythical 

substructures upon which collective identities rely. By attacking these 

mythological foundations, revisionists thematize issues that were not pre-

viously discussed, and render them intelligible for rational debate.”9 

While Levy studies France, Germany, Israel, and the US, I turn to Cen-

tral Eastern Europe to address the question of whether this region is wit-

nessing a specific kind of historical revisionism (that is, if the surge of 
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historical revisionism has been exceptionally strong there). I begin my 

answer to this question with Shari J. Cohen’s pertinent analysis of the 

“amorphous nature of these societies emerging from communist domina-

tion.” Cohen notes it is important to recognize “the lack of unifying ide-

ologies, a devastating legacy left by the 50 or 70 year experience of Len-

inist domination. These are societies trying to create new polities without 

common standards of moral or historical judgment.”10 

In my description of the landmarks of post-Soviet Estonian historical 

culture, I illustrate how the experience of alternating military occupations 

and the legacy of two totalitarianisms, makes the assessment of the past a 

highly complicated matter. 

 

MEMORY POLITICS OR DIFFERENT USES OF PUBLIC HISTORY 
 
Apart from historians rewriting history for and within the academic do-

main, there are many different societal groups using history for their ends 

in the public sphere. The term “user” signifies intermediaries such as poli-

ticians and teachers, disseminating historical facts, as well as the wider 

audience of consumers (e.g., newspaper readership, students, etc.). In 

addition, local historians produce history outside of mainstream academia. 

The term “use” implies that, alongside ethically and morally decent ways 

of utilizing history, misuses or abuses also exist. This is intimately con-

nected to the question of principles, rules, and standards of “history pro-

duction,” and to whose or what ends historical facts are employed.11 How-

ever, uses of history cannot be equated with manipulation or deception per 

se.12 Gallerano holds that the “public use” of history is “all that developed 

outside of the domain of scientific research in its strictest sense, outside 

the history of historians which is usually written by scholars and intended 

for a very limited segment of the population.”13 However the academic 

domain does not exist in isolation from other ideological and political 

currents in the society that surrounds it. 

I argue that historical revisionism is more connected to the public use 

of history than confined only to the scientific community, or more pre-

cisely, it is situated at the interface of the two and targeted (more) towards 

a wider public. It is in the public sphere that different societal groups at-

tempt to gain recognition for their privately held memories (individual or 

group); it is this struggle for public recognition which is intrinsically con-

nected to questions of authorship, authenticity, custodianship and ulti-

mately identity.14 The different dimensions of history emerge in this “ra-

tional debate” over the past. I will identify four dimensions of public his-
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tory that I hold to be relevant to the topic of historical revisionism 

(whereby I understand these differentiations to be only of ideal typical 

nature, as in practice all dimensions overlap in various ways). 

 

MORAL DIMENSION 
 
The moral dimension of history is a reaction to past insults, and can be 

found in the endeavor of a political elite to put right historical wrongs. In 

the public discourse surrounding Estonia’s accessions to NATO and the 

European Union, the narrative of “being wronged by history” appeared in 

moralizing arguments of betrayal and retribution. For instance, it was occa-

sionally stated that Western Europe bears a moral responsibility towards 

Estonia (since the Allies did not intervene and spare them their fate in 

1944/45).15 
 

IDEOLOGICAL DIMENSION 
 
The use of history by intellectuals for the national cause can be defined as 

an ideological dimension of history (for the purpose of national regenera-

tion, for example). Such an ideological take on history was prevalent in 

the program of the Estonian People’s Front (In Estonian, Eestimaa Rah-

varinne, or RR), mobilizing mass-support for Estonia’s independence. 

Both the ideological and the moral dimensions of history are linked to 

ideas of absolute truth. Here, history is not a gradually evolving process, 

but a story of mistakes that need rectifying. Quintessentially this presup-

poses history as a metaphysical entity that is intrinsically moral. But can 

history be wrong or right in the first place?16 

 

POLITICAL DIMENSION 
 
The political dimension denotes the rhetorically convincing use of histori-

cal arguments to tackle or attack existing socio-political shortcomings. In 

this way, historical arguments are employed in a comparative, metaphori-

cal fashion (often taken out of their original context). An overbearing 

political dimension translates into an inflationary use of historical argu-

ments in the public arena (for instance in political propaganda). The con-

cept of politics of history (In German, Geschichtspolitik), which views 

history as fundamentally political and focuses on the formation and impo-

sition of historical interpretations and models of identification in the offi-

cial domain, is useful in highlighting the fact that history is essentially 

political.17 In the same vein, Gallerano insists that “history is used above 

all as an instrument of the day-to-day political battle.”18 Both the ideo-
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logical and political dimensions of history are employed to claim and 

legitimize political power. I argue that historical revisionism is intimately 

linked to the ideological and political dimensions of history. 

 

EXISTENTIAL DIMENSION 
 
Fourthly, history plays a pertinent role for the identity of a community (for 

example “remembering in order not to forget”—In Hebrew, Zahor Lo Tish-

kah). When a society is facing external or internal pressures of cultural ho-

mogenization (caused for example by inter-ethnic conflict, foreign occupa-

tion, etc.), the existential dimension of history becomes more pronounced. 

As a counter-history it will be largely confined to the private or semi-private 

sphere (for instance the opposition movement and dissident circles in Soviet 

Estonia). The example of the heated conflict over memorial monuments to 

different veteran groups, discussed in a later section, demonstrates that the 

existential use of history can also be played out in the public sphere. 

In what follows, I will delineate different landmarks of the historical 

culture in post-Soviet Estonia, while paying close attention to the different 

dimensions of public history as previously outlined. 
 

The entry hall of the Estonian Occupation Museum (2003) 

 

 
In the main entry hall of the Estonian Occupation Museum two massive iron locomotive 
replicas can be found serving as a gateway to the exhibition. The models are identical 

copies of each other, except that one displays a red star, whereas the other bears the swas-
tika. An artistic expression, which places both regimes on parallel tracks, raising the perti-

nent question of the dangers inherent in historical comparison. 
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THE ESTONIAN OCCUPATION MUSEUM: A CLAIM FOR VICTIMHOOD 

 

The Estonian Occupation Museum provides a case in point of the political 

dimension of history and the quagmires that historical comparisons often 

entail. Battered suitcases, prison doors, aluminum cutlery, a refugee boat, 

a range of trivial objects of daily use, as well as letters and newspapers, 

constitute the core of the exhibition.19 In the words of one interviewee, 

who was involved in planning the Museum from the very start, it “has to 

be like a monument or a tombstone for the many people who have not 

returned. And I believe that for the people who still live, but went through 

this period, this [museum] would be something to make them feel a little 

proud; that something like this is built for them.”20 

The museum documents mainly the suffering that Estonians endured at 

the hands of the Soviets between 1940/41 and 1944–1991, while paying 

little attention to the victims of the Holocaust in Estonia or questions of 

indigenous collaboration with the foreign regimes. This focus is consistent 

with the fact that the repression by the Soviet authorities stands out as the 

main public concern regarding Estonia’s recent past.21 This only changed 

under international pressure, leading to a “prescribed public remem-

brance” of the events surrounding the German occupation.22 Why public 

debate about the occupations in post-1991 Estonia mainly concerned the 

Soviet terror, while Estonian collaboration during the Nazi occupation 

was hardly touched upon, can in part be understood as an overreaction 

against the long-endured bias in Soviet historiography, which focused 

mainly on the atrocities committed during the Nazi occupation of Esto-

nia.23 A further cause may lie in Russia’s failure to acknowledge the 

events of 1939–41 (specifically, the recognition of the annexation of Es-

tonia in 1940 as an illegitimate act). 

Equivalents to the Estonian Occupation Museum can be found in Riga 

(the Documentation Centre of Totalitarianism, TSDC, established in 

1998) and in the Museum of Genocide Victims located in the cellars of 

the former KGB headquarters in Vilnius (founded in 1992).24 It appears 

that in post-Soviet societies an idiosyncratic logic or perspective is opera-

tional: the fact that these societies experienced both the Nazi and the So-

viet occupations leads to a specific interpretation of history different from 

that which prevails in Western European countries, which were “only” 

occupied by Nazi Germany. For if one were to pass by a “museum of 

occupation” in Amsterdam, Paris, or Oslo, one could conclude from the 

name alone that the museum concentrates on mass-deportations of Jews, 

communists, and anti-German résistance fighters; but the curators of the 
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Estonian Occupation Museum clearly adhere to a different logic. Here, it 

is the “national suffering” of ethnic Estonians during the various occupa-

tions that takes center stage (that is, mainly the Soviet occupations).25 

At the opening of the museum the Russian Foreign Ministry issued a 

statement that the museum’s creation was informed by a political bias, in 

equating fascist Germany and the former Soviet Union.26 Although it is 

crucial to avoid the pitfalls of historical comparison, such as attempting to 

relativize individual or collective suffering and injustices by means of 

such comparison, it is also necessary to bear in mind that comparison 

deals with both resemblance and difference, and that to compare does not 

mean to justify. Hence, the crimes committed in the name of Hitler’s 

Germany cannot be explained by the atrocities committed in the name of 

Stalin, or vice versa.27 In the mainstream academic debate in the former 

FRG, comparative approaches to understanding the totalitarianisms of 

Stalinism and Hitlerism were frowned upon, and left on the fringes.28 Af-

ter the break-up of the Soviet bloc and the German reunification, direct 

comparisons between the systems became more en vogue; this was par-

ticularly the case in the debates emerging in newly independent Eastern 

Europe. In the public debate in post-Soviet Estonia, there was little hesita-

tion about comparing the two systems, which would indicate that it is not 

the victims of the Nazi occupation (that is, Jewish survivors or communist 

sympathizers) who dominated the debate, but victims of Stalinism and 

those that believed that the Nazi occupation was the lesser of two evils.29 

In response to a speech by the Latvian President Vike-Freiberga (at the 

International Forum on Preventing Genocide in Stockholm in 2004) Eph-

raim Zuroff, head of the Jerusalem office of the Simon Wiesenthal Centre, 

complains that some political leaders utilize the destruction of European 

Jewry as a background to speak about other tragedies, such as communist 

crimes. More specific, Zuroff opines that the mass deportations of Latvi-

ans were not a case of genocide, and warns of a false symmetry that up-

grades communist crimes by placing them on an equal footing with the 

Holocaust.30 

 

THE ESTONIAN INTERNATIONAL COMMISSION FOR THE 

INVESTIGATION OF CRIMES AGAINST HUMANITY 

 

Whereas the museum’s primary objective is to collect and exhibit arte-

facts, memoirs and eyewitness accounts to document the periods of occu-

pation, the Estonian International Commission for the Investigation of 

Crimes against Humanity (hereafter “Commission”), was established by 
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the Estonian government in 1998 to produce objective research reports on 

the same periods, clearly tailored towards an international readership.31 It 

was decided at the outset that a team of researchers selected by the Com-

mission’s board would first investigate crimes against citizens of Estonia 

(and on the territory of the Estonian Republic) committed during the Ger-

man occupation, and subsequently explore crimes committed during the 

Soviet occupations. The report attributes overall responsibility for the 

crimes committed during the German occupation to the Germans, but it 

identifies individual Estonians who served in the Estonian military units, 

Estonian Police Battalions, and Estonian Security Police, stating that they 

shared responsibility through their own actions in and outside of Estonia.32 

Moreover, the Commission holds all members of the Estonian Political 

Police responsible for war crimes, and asserts that members of the Esto-

nian self-government were also responsible for war crimes committed in 

Estonia. It is noteworthy that the Commission debunks the myth of a “just 

war” of the Estonian auxiliary police (In Estonian, Omakaitse, or OK) in 

1941 by emphasizing that the bulk of the killing of alleged communists 

during the early stages of the German occupation happened at the hands of 

the Estonian auxiliary police, and that, in assisting the Einsatzkommando 

1 A, the OK played an active role in the extermination of the local Jewry 

in 1941–42.33 The report also mentions that the majority of members of 

the “destruction battalions” were ethnic Estonians, thus touching on an-

other taboo—that of the fratricidal war in Estonia.34 The report ends on 

the broader note that historical events made Estonia a “victim nation,” but 

states that this “does not preclude acts of perpetration.” 

According to its statutory report, the Commission is not intended to be 

a fully-fledged “Truth Commission.” Former President Lennart Meri, who 

headed the Commission until 2001, explained its two-pronged approach: 

“It reflects our hope in Estonia, that shining the bright light of truth on 

some of the tragedies of the past will not only contribute to reconciliation 

within our society and its further reintegration into the international com-

munity of nations, but also prevent the repetition of such tragedies else-

where.”35 

From this it is evident that the Commission is not a juridical or prose-

cutorial body, which is why it did not initiate the tracking down of those 

few Estonian perpetrators still alive, who were identified in the report on 

the German occupation (published online in 2001), in order to extradite 

and try them. However, one may argue that the Commission is not “just” a 

scholarly body of politicians and journalists, since it is a state-funded in-

stitution. Hence, the question remains as to why the Commission did not 
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instruct the relevant governmental body to follow up these cases. In this 

context Zuroff rebuked the contemporary Estonian Security Police for not 

investigating the suspected criminals identified in the Commission’s re-

port. Already in autumn 1991, he made a failed attempt to arrest the Esto-

nian Evald Mikson (who was living in Iceland at the time) for war crimes 

committed during the Nazi occupation of Estonia.36 More recently, Zuroff 

presented the Estonian Security Police with a list of 16 members of the 

36th Police Battalion, who according to the Commission’s report partici-

pated in the execution of Jews in Belarus in 1942; but, contrary to the 

Commission’s findings, the Estonian Security Police concluded that they 

had no evidence to confirm this indictment. In obvious frustration, Zuroff 

then announced a reward of US $10,000 to anyone providing information 

leading to the arrest of these men.37 His effort to place an advertisement 

reading “during the Holocaust, Estonians murdered Jews in Estonia as 

well as in other countries” in local newspapers, however, came to noth-

ing.38 Consequently, in his reports for the years 2001 and 2003, Zuroff 

classified Estonia as making “insufficient and/or unsuccessful efforts to 

prosecute perpetrators of the Holocaust.”39 

Compared to the objectively written report of the Commission, the pa-

per of a younger Estonian historian (who worked in the Commission’s 

research team on the German occupation) presented at a conference in 

Sweden on “Collaboration and Resistance in Estonia 1940–44,” seemed 

slightly more biased, as he deliberately only included the genocide of 

Estonian Jews, while choosing not to deal with the fate of those thousands 

of European Jews who were deported to Estonia to perish in the camps 

there.40 This limitation allowed him to claim that less than 1,000 Estonian 

Jews were killed in Estonia during the German occupation. Moreover, he 

suggested that the “evacuation” of approximately 500 Estonian Jews to 

Russia by the Soviets can be termed the “first act of the Holocaust.” All 

this led him to conclude that Estonia, although it was the first country to 

declare itself “free of Jews” (in German, judenfrei), was also the country 

in which the smallest number of Jews was exterminated under German 

occupation. His presentation stands as an example of a highly selective 

and ethno-centric approach to the study of the Holocaust in Estonia. At 

the same conference, an American historian of Lithuanian origin ac-

knowledged that Lithuanians needed to settle accounts with their past, but 

that this could only happen in their own time and in their own way; above 

all he said that they needed to discuss it among themselves in their own 

language, as many Lithuanian words (and concepts) cannot be translated 

into English and are thus fundamentally unintelligible to outsiders. This is 
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the argument for a “closed discourse”; and possibly a consequence of 

long-term foreign rule.41 

Shari J. Cohen notes that the difference between Eastern and Western 

Europe and the USA shows when it comes to the interpretation of the 

Holocaust.42 The uproar caused by the then newly appointed American 

ambassador to Estonia, Joseph M. De Thomas, when he drew attention to 

the fact that since 1991 no Estonian war criminal had been prosecuted for 

crimes committed during the Holocaust, sustains this claim. De Thomas 

recommended that the Holocaust needed wider recognition as part of Es-

tonia’s national history.43 His remarks were however rated as “interfer-

ence in the internal affairs of Estonia” by the Estonian Justice Minister, 

who replied that De Thomas’ statement was like “breaking in through an 

open door, since only a few states have done as much work as Estonia in 

investigating the crimes of the Holocaust.”44 De Thomas’ comments were 

not entirely unfounded, for as recently as October 2000 the Estonian Min-

ister of Education declared that a Jewish Holocaust Day in schools was 

not required. This opinion was only revised in 2002, when the Estonian 

government declared 27 January Holocaust Day in schools.45 This inci-

dent illustrates how Estonian politicians can act as if they were under at-

tack when it comes to the internationally-voiced demand for education in 

and research on the Nazi occupation of Estonia.46 This defensive reaction 

may be understood to stem from the fact that during the Soviet period 

Estonians (along with the other Baltic nationalities) were collectively 

branded as “fascists” and “collaborators”; there is a tradition of defiance 

against these kinds of allegations.47 

 

EMBLEMATIC DIMENSION 

 

The Commission’s work may be seen as an attempt at restoring Estonia’s 

moral standing in the international community (that is, as a strategy of 

whitewashing), which would substantiate the idea that the Commission’s 

carefully-worded and well-balanced report may not reflect the predomi-

nant opinion among Estonian historians, or indeed of Estonian society at 

large.48 It may therefore be described rather as an “emblematic” use of 

history, leading us to the fifth dimension of public history, that is, the 

emblematic dimension. The moral use of history can be labeled emblem-

atic when the discussion of certain historical facts remains mostly on the 

surface. For instance, a fundamental settlement with the Soviet legacy 

through lustration or a “Truth Commission” has not been achieved in 

post-Soviet Estonia.49 Another example of the emblematic use of history 
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in Estonia is the recently introduced “Holocaust Day” which lacks mean-

ing for most Estonian pupils since the Holocaust plays such a minor part 

in most family narratives and in the official narrative. 

 

WHEN PRIVATE MEMORY GOES PUBLIC: 

FISTICUFFS OVER MONUMENTS 

 

During the Soviet period, narratives of fighting side-by-side with the 

Germans against the Red Army were passed on as essentially unques-

tioned heroic stories of national resistance in the private realm of many 

Estonian families. However, not all the privately held counter-memories 

that resurfaced in the public domain of newly independent Estonia could 

be integrated into the official history in the long run. The memory of the 

veterans who fought in the German army is an example of an unofficial 

account that became part of the public memory after 1991, but was pushed 

back into the private sphere thereafter. It is this phenomenon that will be 

elaborated in subsequent sections. 

Earlier it was mentioned that a different regional logic prevails in so-

cieties which experienced both the Nazi occupation and the Soviet regime. 

Enn Sarv’s recollections on the situation of Estonians in early 1944 reflect 

this specific outlook on the past predominant among Estonians: 

 
In order to obtain weapons, [Estonian] men were forced to fight in German uniform … 
but they considered themselves an Estonian army. They had managed to gain the right 
to wear a coat of arms with the colors of the Estonian national flag on their sleeves. In 
February, Estonian SS fighters removed the SS symbols from their collars without au-
thorization and replaced them with the emblem of the Estonian Cross of Freedom … 
Our main enemy, the Soviet Union, was about to invade Estonia, once again aiming to 
destroy our nation: so the War had become our own War.50 
 

Another Estonian interviewee (a professional historian and politician 

born in 1960) related that his father and both his uncles fought in the 

German army. In response to my question about whether his father joined 

the German army voluntarily, he clarified:  
 

To fight against the Russians of course! You know pretty well that the Germans had 
been our historical enemy and we Estonians didn’t like them very much. But only one 
year, 1940–41, made us love the Germans so much and greet them as “liberators.” Na-
zis as “liberators,” isn’t it awful? But it only gives you an idea what the communist oc-
cupation had been like. Not that we are Nazis or Nazi-minded, no, never!51  

 

He insisted that they did not expressly fight for the Germans or on the 

German side, but that they had no other choice. This is the line of argu-
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ment the veterans themselves take. So for instance, llmar Haalviste, a 

Waffen SS veteran, exemplified this particular Estonian standpoint when 

he stated: “At the end of the day there was no right or wrong side. The 

War was thrust upon us. We were on our side, defending our homes.”52 

 

The Lihula monument to Estonian soldiers in the German army 

 

 

 
The Lihula monument depicts a soldier wearing a German army helmet and carrying a 

gun, with the order of the Estonian Cross of Freedom on his collar. 
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THE MEMORIAL STONE IN PÄRNU: A SYMBOL OF RESISTANCE 

 

In July 2002, a privately-funded memorial stone depicting an Estonian 

soldier in Waffen SS uniform was put up at the Estonian sea resort town 

of Pärnu. After attracting a negative response from the national govern-

ment, the memorial was removed and town officials ordered its redesign 

and the replacement of its inscription, which originally read “to all Esto-

nian soldiers who fell in the Second World War to liberate their homeland 

and to free Europe in 1940–45.”53 A local historian, Leo Tammiksaar 

(born in 1962), who runs an organization called the “Estonian SS Legion 

Museum” (in Estonian, Eesti SS Leegioni Muuseum) since the early 

1990s, is behind the memorial.54 The inference from the original inscrip-

tion and from Tammiksaar’s public statements is that he believes the Es-

tonian legionaries prevented the Red Army from occupying the whole of 

Europe. 

 

THE ‘LIHULA CONTROVERSY’ 

 

The Pärnu monument was altered and re-erected in the Estonian village 

cemetery of Lihula in August 2004. The local authorities and about 2,000 

people who witnessed the unveiling ceremony wanted—in the words of 

the former dissident and historian Tiit Madisson and mayor of the Lihula 

parish, “to honor those who chose the lesser evil.”55 Whereas the monu-

ment still depicts an Estonian soldier in German uniform, the altered in-

scription is now “to the Estonian men who fought in 1940–45 against 

Bolshevism and for the restoration of Estonian independence.”56 

A fortnight after its inauguration, the police removed the monument in 

the face of an enraged, stone-throwing crowd of several hundred. After 

the removal only the base of the memorial remained, where a simple 

plaque was installed, reading “at this place the monument to the Estonian 

men used to stand 20.08.04–02.09.04.”57 The national government main-

tained that it was not appropriate “to build a monument that may be inter-

preted as an attempt to commemorate totalitarian regimes that had occu-

pied Estonia.”58 The announcement of the Estonian Foreign Minister 

Kristiina Ojuland expressed a similar view: “Estonia must not isolate itself 

from the international community and damage its reputation … Local 

inappropriate action often results in very serious and far-reaching interna-

tional consequences … Estonia … acknowledges the need to commemo-

rate the fallen. This must be done in a manner that does not bring forth 

past evils to poison the future.”59 
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At the same time the Estonian government offered its cooperation in 

setting up a more apposite memorial.60 In a general response to the fisti-

cuffs over the Lihula monument, it established yet another commission to 

decide on the official representation of Estonian contemporary history, 

whose long-term objective is to “persuade the international community to 

condemn the crimes of the communist regime.”61 

The position of the Estonian government on the occasion of the re-

burial of Alfons Rebane, an anti-Soviet partisan (and later a commander 

of the Estonian Legion) in 1999 was equally ambiguous. For even though 

the government contributed (financially) towards a reburial ceremony 

with full military honors, only two MPs and the commander of the Esto-

nian Defense Forces attended the event. Most representatives of the Esto-

nian government may have feared international criticism and thus avoided 

a public appearance.62 

 

 

THE “ESTONIAN FREEDOM FIGHTERS’ ASSOCIATION” 

 

On 6 July 6 2004 about 1,500 Estonian veterans commemorated the 60th 

anniversary of the battles against the Red Army. This public annual cele-

bration in Tallinn has been organized by the “Estonian Freedom Fighters’ 

Association” since the early 1990s.63 During the course of the celebration, 

the Estonian government was pressed to attribute the status of “Freedom 

Fighters” to those Estonians who fought against Soviet occupation, in 

recognition of their claim to have fought for Estonia’s freedom and de-

mocracy.64 In their appeal the veterans explicitly sought state protection 

against accusations from Russian and Jewish organizations which labeled 

them fascists.65 The veterans demand public rehabilitation of their status; 

hence their identification as “Freedom Fighters” in reference to the name 

of the veterans of the Estonian War of Independence (1918–20). Also 

during the summer of 2004 the Estonian Freedom Fighters’ Association 

planned to put up a monument in the district of Maarjamäe (located on the 

outskirts of Tallinn), which was to include the names of 16 Estonian units 

who fought as part of the Wehrmacht and a map indicating the sites of 

battles involving SS units against the Red Army.66 However, in April 

2005 the government decided against the unveiling of the monument, 

originally planned for 8 May 2005.67 
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CHANGING INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORKS 

 

In sum, the contested monument to the Estonian soldiers who fought in 

the German army brought to light how counter-memories can enter into 

the official representation of the past, but can then be pushed back into the 

private sphere once the official interpretive framework changes. In the 

course of a strengthening orientation towards the West, the specific Esto-

nian interpretation of the Second World War clashed with the interpretive 

framework underlying the Western discourse on the topic. It can be con-

cluded that, compared to the early 1990s, a reorientation took place in the 

Estonian public by the end of that decade which no longer allowed the 

Estonian legionaries public space for their commemoration.68 Conse-

quently, the odd situation occurred that the individual memories of Esto-

nians who fought in the German army were once more confined to the 

private sphere.69 

 

 

THE BRONZE SOLDIER STATUE 

 

The removal of the Lihula monument unleashed a wave of vandalism 

against Soviet-built memorials all over the country.70 In recent years the 

Bronze Soldier—a prominent Second World War memorial, known as the 

“monument to the liberators of Tallinn,” commemorating Soviet soldiers 

who died fighting against the German army, has become a field of com-

memorative combat over the revision of Estonia’s recent past.71 It was 

vandalized with paint on the morning of 9 May 2005—the 60th anniver-

sary of “Victory Day,” and on numerous occasions thereafter.72 9 May 

became the focal point of attention for Red Army veterans and Estonian 

legionaries, all of whom claim to have fought for the “Estonian cause.”73 

But whereas for the Red Army veterans the date marks the “liberation” of 

Estonia from Nazi occupation and Fascism, it represents the continuing 

occupation and the “Long Second World War” for many Estonians.74 

Hence many Estonians publicly request the removal of this monument, 

arguing that it serves as a reminder of five decades of Soviet rule in Esto-

nia; while for many Red Army veterans the removal implies the revision 

of the results of the Second World War.75 

The furore about the Bronze Soldier is indicative of the fact that the 

memory of those Estonians who fought in the Estonian Corps (Red Army) 

was pushed to the margins of the national narrative of post-1991 Estonia. 

Forgetting that (ethnic) Estonians fought as Soviet soldiers, many Estoni-
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ans understand the Bronze Soldier to honor only the Russian soldiers 

(while equating Soviet with Russian). 

 

The Bronze Soldier Statue 
 

 
 

The Bronze Soldier at the foot of Tõnismägi in central Tallinn, which allegedly contains 
the ashes of fallen Soviet soldiers, was erected in 1947 (formerly with an eternal flame 

burning in front of the memorial). It became the concourse for the annual meetings of Red 
Army veterans on May 9 and September 22 (that is, on “Victory Day” and on the “Day of 

the Liberation of Tallinn from Fascism”). 

 

To this day the official canon on how to remember the fallen remains 

unresolved in Estonia; nor is it decided whether the fallen on all warring 

sides shall be honored, or only selected groups. In an attempt to end this 

divisive and somewhat ethnocentric interpretation of the past, the chair-

man of the Russian Faction of the Reform Party, Sergei Ivanov, suggested 

replacing the Bronze Soldier with a monument to all soldiers who fell in 

the Second World War.76 Ivanov’s proposal thus includes all soldiers who 

fought in the armed forces and seems to be based on the assumption that 

soldiers generally are victims of their sovereign.77 Furthermore, we would 

have to examine whether Ivanov’s suggestion is born of humanitarian 

intent or whether he is in fact attempting to relativize the war crimes com-

mitted by soldiers of either side.78 We need to be clear that the memorial 
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in mind would only concern soldiers who fought in the war; because it is 

yet another matter to erect a monument to all victims of war and tyranny 

in Estonia (see for instance in the case of the New Guard House in Berlin, 

[in German, Neue Wache]), which would unite perpetrators and victims of 

the war and of totalitarian regimes in their suffering and thus perilously 

blur the line between them.79 The current Estoninan Prime Minister 

Andrus Ansip has repeatedly spoken in favor of the removal of the Bronze 

Soldier as “Monuments must unite people, but the monument in question 

[the Bronze Soldier] is dividing people.”80 However, his main coalition 

partner, the Centre Party under Edgar Savisaar, is against the relocation of 

the Soviet-era memorial. Hence the Bronze Soldier became a key issue in 

the elections on 4 March 2007.81 

The “battle over monuments” in Estonia (and other Central and East-

ern Europe societies) has a longue durée dimension, in that parts of 

monuments erected during the interwar period (and symbolizing inde-

pendent statehood) were rescued and hidden in the countryside during the 

foreign occupations.82 It was related to me that candles were regularly lit 

at the remaining pediments of monuments in memory of Estonian soldiers 

who fought in the War of Independence which had been dismantled after 

the Soviet takeover. These were understood as silent acts of resistance.83 

 

 

IN CONCLUSION 

 

In this article I have argued that historical revisionism is intimately linked 

to the ideological and political dimension of history and that it tends to be 

more connected to the public use of history as it is targeted towards a 

wider public and not just to the scholarly community. 

I examined three landmarks of Estonian historical culture: whereas the 

Estonian Occupation Museum aims at cementing the notion of Estonian 

suffering, the Lihula monument and the Estonian Freedom Fighters’ As-

sociation claims are linked more to ideas of national resistance. Through 

the example of the Estonian legionaries, I demonstrated how the revision 

of history is continuously contested and how monuments as “sites of 

memory” can turn into “contested terrain,” because their destruction or 

removal causes a “dislocation” or “displacement” of the respective group 

memories.84 Ultimately these monuments are so fiercely contested, be-

cause they are sources of group identities (that is, the existential dimen-

sion of history); we can thus speak of displaced group memories or identi-

ties. These battles over monuments are battles between competing inter-
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pretive frameworks, that is, between the specific official and local Esto-

nian points of view, the Western reading of the Second World War, and 

lastly pro-Russian, and outdated Soviet views of the past. 

I end by pointing out that I consider further comparative research in 

the iconography of cultural memories in post-Soviet and post-socialist 

societies to be very fruitful. 
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