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Active Remembrance: A Way to Avoid Repeating Historic Tragedy


In my experience as a student, I have found the sense of finality that accompanies the teaching of the Holocaust profoundly disturbing. The Holocaust was not a story, but a chapter of a tale that began long before the Nuremberg Laws came into effect in 1935, and continues to this day. It is our story, because it has not ended, and we are living it. In fact, we continue writing it where the last generation left off with the decisions we make as individuals and as a society. And that means that we must face our past. 
     
Estimates of the Holocaust death toll generally hover around 6 million Jews, half a million Gypsies, and several millions more homosexuals, dissidents and slave laborers (Abzug vii). However, the mentality behind the death toll proves at least as disturbing. Nearly an entire nation cooperated in dehumanizing these people in order to make the act of murder psychologically acceptable. Varian Fry, an American journalist in Berlin in 1935, recollects “S.A. men . . . dragging Jewish men and women out of buses and chasing them up the streets, or knocking them down and kicking them” (Fry 816-817). Elie Wiesel recalls his own experience: “I was a body. Perhaps less than that even: a starved stomach" (Wiesel 50). Simon Wiesenthal best portrays this in his film The Murderers are Among Us. The SS taunt that “none of you will be left to bear witness . . . because we will destroy the evidence together with you” (Bellamy 4). In this way, the Nazis attempted to make their victims less than human to ensure the success of their mass movement. In this context, by remembering them and their stories, we return to the victims their humanity— the humanity that the Nazis ruthlessly suppressed in order to provide psychological justification for mass murder. 

   
However, there is another reason that we must make the remembrance of the Holocaust imperative: to prevent it from happening again. The Nazi movement needed a base to start with—possibly the most disturbing facet of Nazism lies in its democratic roots. By 1930, the Nazi party had gained 107 seats in the Reichstag (Kagan 973). Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor followed the Enabling Act of the Weimar constitution. And his constituents certainly knew his racial policies—he made his intentions for his “final solution” perfectly clear. The Germans, therefore, were predisposed to use the Jews as scapegoats.
  
This mentality was not unique to Germany. For example, according to Tony Judt, author of Postwar, during World War II “France initiated collaborative projects of its own: notoriously the introduction in 1940 and 1941 of ‘Jewish Laws’ without any German pressure to do so” (Judt 815). However, in Bulgaria, members of parliament and the Orthodox Church united to prevent the mandated deportation of Jews. Yet the greatest pressure on both the government and church to stand against Nazi demands came from ordinary citizens. Workers sent a flurry of furious petitions to the capitol, protesting the Law for the Defense of the Nation, which authorized the deportations. “This bill [the Law for the Defense of the Nation] sharply opposes all democratic understanding, which has always been part of the soul of the Bulgarian people” (the pastry workers from Plovdiv), reads one such letter. Granted, since the Nazis had not invaded Bulgaria, dissenters in that country did not fear being shot on sight. However, the societal differences between Bulgaria and most other European countries indicate actions that we, as students and citizens, can take today—because only by building a society in which they are unacceptable can we truly stop hate crimes. 
   
Primo Levi notes that “monsters exist, but they are too few in number to be truly dangerous. More dangerous are the common men, the functionaries ready to believe and to act without asking questions” (Palmer 856). We must emulate the Bulgarian example through a willingness to speak out and ask questions—a practice that one advocate for pluralistic society, Irshad Manji, would call fostering moral courage. Ms. Manji emphasizes the need for “[breaking] silences for the sake of a greater good” and promoting “diversity of thought” (Manji). While she focuses mainly on promoting a more pluralistic interpretation of Islam, we can learn from her insistence on each individual’s responsibility to prioritize asking uncomfortable questions and holding authorities accountable for their words and actions. Unfortunately, no school or curriculum can truly teach this. This brings me to my second suggestion: active remembrance.
   
Although Hitler, in Mein Kampf, recollects history as his best and favorite subject in school, a real history curriculum that forced students to think and question would probably have been the Nazis’ worst nightmare. History itself has proven that the exercise of analysis required to study it is among the most important aspects in the overthrow of any repressive regime. The Nazis recognized this, and, in article 23 of the Program of the National German Socialist Workers’ Party, demanded “a legal campaign against those who propagate deliberate political lies and disseminate them through the press” (The National Socialist German Workers’ Party). So if the Nazi movement, with all its hatred, depended so much on control of information, the best way to fight its ideology in all its modern manifestations is to inform ourselves and others as much as possible. 
   
However, we must not maintain an exclusive focus on the Holocaust. Indeed, we sometimes pay it too much attention. This may sound paradoxical. But I believe that marginalizing the other genocides and human rights violations of contemporary history would be nothing less than an insult to the victims’ memories. When a young student called Alex Kayir participated a history competition with a submission on the Armenian genocide, she was shocked her topic “was even foreign to most of the judges" (Cohan). The history of Latin America textbook, Born in Blood and Fire (Chasteen) makes no mention of Trujillo’s slaughter of the Haitians. Only a handful of countries, including Ukraine and Canada, observe Holodomor Remembrance Day, to commemorate the Russians’ murder of the Ukrainians by starvation in 1932-1933 (Young). And yet, according to Samantha Power (A Problem from Hell?), “the United States has made an unusually pronounced commitment to Holocaust commemoration and education. The Holocaust Memorial Museum . . . draws 2 million visitors a year” (Power). As both students and Americans, we must take the initiative to face the history of genocide beyond the Holocaust. Adolph Hitler himself offers the most chilling reason to take such action: “Who remembers now the destruction of the Armenians?” (Bardakjian). His justification of his own genocide shows how forgetting history, our common legacy, can easily lead to its repetition. 
   
We could urge a stronger foreign policy of humanitarian intervention. However, because there must be an act (in this case, killing) to prompt a reaction, this solution does not save innocent lives. To stop genocide, therefore, we must halt it before it starts.  And this requires active remembrance—a commitment to speak up and stay informed of all violations of human rights. It is the surest chance we have at preventing a repetition of events that have scarred, and continue to scar, humanity across the world.
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