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MEMORY OF THE HOLOCAUST:

WHO SHAPES IT AND HOW IT FUNCTIONS IN UKRAINE

Studying the chosen topic makes one, fist of all, adopt a definition for “historical memory.” Scholars are unanimous that its remarkable feature is its intentional, goal-oriented character. This is the attributes that sets historical memory apart from memory per se. Other characteristic features of historical memory include purposeful formation and modifiability. The latter is a derivate of the (absence of) desire on the part of society to know the historical truth or, on the contrary, turn it into an abstraction and consign it to oblivion
.

In the case when the subjects who shape historical memory want to construct and use it for the purpose of creating the “necessary” synthesis of the present and the past, we speak of the “policy of memory”
. This is precisely the reason why historical memory is a process of organization, preservation, and reconstruction of the past of a country or people for the purpose of its possible use
.
The memory of the Second World War or its individual events (in particular, the Holocaust) is shaped by several subjects, including the contemporaries of the war, scholars who study various aspects of genocides, and the state. The memories of the first group, who are, in fact, the eyewitnesses and immediate victims, define the objective reconstruction of the past, while the activity of the second group is reflection that is subjective by its nature.

The fact that memory of certain events is shaped by those who were not immediately involved in them points to its constructivist discourse. Its “fault” is that, depending on the political or, more broadly, worldview ideals of scholars and politicians, history lends itself to different interpretations. As a powerful means of forming value judgments, history in its particular interpretation stimulates the shaping of public memory of certain events and leads to standardized evaluations of the past. This is clearly seen in the version of fundamental ideological components regarding the Second World War that were produced by the Soviet historical science: patriotic war, workers defending their Soviet Fatherland, discrediting/hushing up the national defense movements, distress and heroism of Soviet people on the fronts and in the rear, etc. After the collapse of the USSR, a tendency to shape a national dimension of the war emerged in Ukraine. This is clearly illustrated by the polemics on whether it is justified to use the word ‘patriotic’ in reference to the 1941-1945 events, by placing the UPA at the center of the historical narrative, by focusing attention on Ostarbeiter workers, etc. Representatives of national minorities, including Jews, have also joined the new interpretative enterprise regarding the largest confrontation in the history of humankind.
For the purpose of explicating the topic of the article and in addition to the two abovementioned theses (on the subjects of writing history and the constructivist character of shaping memory of the past), we need to add one more thesis, which is borrowed from Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern: “Reflections on historical memory are, at the same time, the construction of memory”
.

Considering this essentially methodological thesis, we note that, above all, the state possesses vast opportunities to standardize the evaluations and judgments among its citizens and realize the policy of memory. In view of this situation the cornerstone issue regarding the state’s role in the process of commemorating the Jews that fell victims to the Nazis can be formulated as follows: Is it justified to claim the state purposefully shaped the memory of the Holocaust in Ukrainian society?
The answer to this question is, we believe, affirmative. The weightiest argument in favor of this is the removal of the taboo on the genocide of Jews in sovereign Ukraine and the abandonment of the Soviet practice of concealing it. This is corroborated by the fact that the Holocaust has become a research topic (several Ph.D. theses have been defended) and has been incorporated into curricula. Thus, the tragedy of the European Jews has been de facto made by the Ukrainian state a compulsory component of the general school and university education. This line was further supported by Ukraine’s signing of the Stockholm Forum Declaration, which was adopted in January 200 by the leaders of 47 countries. This document obliges the parties to foster the memory of the Holocaust through teaching in education institutions
.
This fact is an argument that permits us to recognize that the state, in a way, commissioned the memory of the genocide of the Jews and created certain conditions to shape it. At the same time, we believe that the state has not been consistent in this regard. We presume that this status quo is brought about by at least two causes:
· reinterpretation of certain statements established in Soviet historiography. This is expressed, for example, in the fact that contemporary scholars use such alternative designations as ‘the Great Patriotic War/Russian-German War’;

· an established tendency to interpret Ukraine’s past in the conceptual discourse of ethnic history.

The first tendency permits one to suppose that today the top priorities for Ukraine include reconciliation/consensus among the adherents of different conceptual approaches to the interpretation of certain WWII events and the actions carried out by some of its participants (for example, the UPA). This is not the least factor in pushing the problem of the Holocaust to the margin of historical studies. Meanwhile, the inclination to study Ukraine’s past in the context of ethnic history is an act of historical justice and, at the same time, the essentially compensatory factor that focuses attention primarily or exclusively on “we”-interests.

This state of affairs is to a certain extent objective. It is caused by the fact that, according to theoretical postulates formulated by Maurice Halbwachs, any society interprets the past within the parameters of the conceptual construct linked to its experience. The latter is the key to justifying the statement on the special and unique character of the group’s past, which is used as a guideline by its representatives in their historical retrospectives and in the reconstruction of the historical process in general. Hence the prism that is being used brings into focus the unique nature of the past of a specific community/nation that distinguishes it from the rest
.

The functionality of this mechanism is likely attributed to one more factor: the virtually absent or minimal state support of the research institutions that specialize in the Holocaust studies.

In general, the formula for the state policy on the Holocaust can, we believe, be expressed as follows: passive fostering of the memory of the genocide victims. Our conclusions are based on the following arguments:

· Ukraine supports the creation of memorial complexes at the sites of mass executions of Jews, but these projects are primarily carried out using the donations of the foreigners whose relatives died in the Holocaust in Ukraine. Another example is the setting up of the Holocaust Museum in Dnipropetrovsk. This large-scale project is being realized, understandably, with Ukraine’s support but is financed by the Jewish community and private individuals.

· The policy of memory is often realized exclusively in accordance with the priorities of Ukraine’s titular nation. For example, the state does not install memorial plaques at the sites of former ghettos. They are most absent even in locations where the ghetto residents managed to rise up in arms or the places that are now decrepit.
· The state does not put obstacles in the way of the Holocaust researchers but does not finance their projects, shifting this burden to enthusiastic historians, Jewish national societies, etc. We presume that one of the latent reasons for this is not only financial difficulties, but also the special character of Ukrainian-Jewish relationships during the Second World War.
The absence of projects to publish memoirs of the Holocaust victims may also be cited as one of the state’s faults. Due to this we are losing an important segment in the link of memories—eyewitness memories. However, practice shows that young people today use general knowledge about the Holocaust, which they receive at school. The mass media also play a positive role—for example, publications on the Catastrophe in the newspapers Ukraina Moloda and Dzherkalo Tyzhnia, such movies as Schindler’s List and The Pianist periodically shown in movie theaters, etc.
At the same time, the abovementioned statement by Petrovsky-Shtern
 makes one take into consideration not only the problem of presence (absence) of Jews or fleeting mentions of their genocide in the works of many a contemporary historian, but also the position adopted by Ukrainian leaders. Some of them, for example, President Viktor Yushchenko, mention the Holocaust in their speeches from time to time. However, sometimes a different projection can be traced. Let us reconstruct it using an excerpt from the April address of the Presidium of the National Communities of Ukraine to the leaders of the Ukrainian state and to Ihor Yukhnovsky, director of the Institute of National Memory: “On April 21, Israel, the nations of the world, as well as parliaments and governments marked the Day of the Catastrophe and heroism of the European Jews, commemorating six million Jews killed by the Nazis during the Second World War. However, not one Ukrainian institution remembered the Jews who died in the wartime inferno in Ukraine and other European countries or commemorated them… The Congress of the National Communities of Ukraine would like to remind the top leadership of Ukraine and the director of the Institute of National Memory that it is necessary to commemorate tragic pages in history and that it is unacceptable for the state to ignore national tragedies… This is the only way to generate in society an understanding of our common past and tolerant attitude to various nationalities. This is the way to shape the national memory of all citizens of the Ukrainian state”
.

While the implementation of the policy of memory (in the aspect “the state and shaping of the memory of the Holocaust in Ukraine”) exhibits different tendencies, focusing our attention on another subject of its activities, namely Jews, allows us to make more unequivocal statements.

1. The memory of the Catastrophe in the Jewish community has long established itself as an archetype. This archetype emerges as a kind of module that functions in the awareness of the ancestors of those who belonged to the target group marked by the Nazis for destruction. Perhaps, it will not be an exaggeration to say that their memory is the total of the components uniting the memories of mass persecutions, abuse, and, understandably, technological methods of destruction during the Second World War. The realization that one belongs to a nation that was subjected to genocide facilitates the so-called martyrological identity.
The link between the Ukrainian Jews and those who died in the Second World War is a result of not only the unity formed by the so-called cultural resources of ethnicity (language, traditions, religion, historical past, etc.). Unity of this kind is typical of any nation. This unity is natural and is a manifestation of the collective subconscious. At the same time, in the case of Jews their functioning module is largely catalyzed precisely by genocide. It fits with the discourse of the “eternal Jew” and permanent persecution and is actually the culmination of this discourse. The harm that has been done is so huge and painful that even now it is present in the consciousness of even those Jews who have assimilated or become so-called ethnic marginals. One manifestation of this is, for example, the moral condemnation on the part of some Jews of those who emigrate to take up permanent residence in Germany, a country that long ago abandoned Nazism.
In view of all these considerations we conclude: the memory of genocide is intimately transmitted from one generation to the next within the group, thus making the genocide one of the identity factors for the Ukrainian Jews.

2. This statement takes on special significance in the light of attempts to “make sense of suffering” (Johann Dietzsch)
. The realization of this task can subconsciously be carried out by “average” group members but, by and large, it is a function of intelligentsia.
The formulation of the question in this context permits us to note the conscious or subconscious efforts on the part of these group members to use the memory of the tragic past of “their own” people as a means of shaping their self-identity. The first one of the abovementioned options (the purposeful use of the Holocaust themes) is instrumentalist by nature. The second one (the objective inability of Jews to get rid of the psychological trauma inflicted by the genocide) is dissonant with the first one. The reason is that, unlike efforts to make some sense of suffering, the collective unconscious functions in a natural way, i.e., without any ancillary mechanisms or means.

3. From among various possible forms to mark the presence of Jews on Ukraine’s territory the dominating one is putting in order the sites of mass executions during the Holocaust. This fact can be interpreted in different ways. For example, it can be explained as efforts to compensate for this opportunity, which was unavailable under the Soviets, or it may be that commemoration of the Holocaust victims is given preference over other forms of making the Jewish page in Ukraine’s history known.
In our opinion, this tendency is indirectly corroborated by an analysis of the nature of publications in the contemporary Jewish press: arguably, the largest thematic block is dedicated to various aspects of the Holocaust.
4. We presume that the Ukrainian Jews, just like other groups who fell victims to genocides, are apt to make statements on the unique character of the wrong inflicted on them. This is a way to “privatize” the pain and make the tragic past one’s own.

It should be noted that this psychological stance is characteristic of any nation that has become a victim of a crime. For example, a poll carried out among high-school students, as well as freshmen and sophomores of Berdiansk Pedagogical Institute showed that 66 percent of them consider Ukrainians to be the biggest martyrs among the European nations in the 20th century
.
The process of “privatizing” pain is being advanced on two levels—intellectuals and average people. The former use the images and themes they have created as a means of conveying their own/collective evaluation of certain events not only among “their own” people, but also among “others.” The demand for this intellectual product and the efforts to facilitate its spread among citizens are an important way to implement in practice the principles of the policy of memory, which is partly being done in Ukraine.
On the level of “average” members of the group that once suffered persecution the memory of the genocide has, so to say, primordial character: the emotional load of the tragedy catalyzes the transfer of memories from generation to generation. It performs the function that we describe as the introvertively directed character of “we”-pain.
5. As an exceedingly important construct of the collective memory, the Holocaust focuses the attention of the Jewish community on the problem of museums. We believe that museums are viewed as serving a twofold goal: on the one hand, they provide a communications channel that informs the contemporaries on the Nazi crime, warns the present-day generation of radicalism on national or racial grounds, etc. On the other hand, museums should be a way to commemorate the genocide victims. Possible contexts of the tasks assigned to museums should be realized both within one’s “own” people and among “others.” Understandably, in the implementation of this goal an important role is played by various subjects that shape historical memory—the state, NGOs, etc.

As the case with various designs for the Babyn Yar memorial shows, the social significance of such memorials sometimes leads to a discussion on their optimal versions within the group. This state of affairs is a reflection of the Ukrainian Jews’ special attention to the topic of the Holocaust.

6. “We”-pain causes them to focus their attention on the historical events that may be or have already been classified as genocide. After the taboo on the Holodomor was removed and the Verkhovna Rada recognized it as an act of genocide, the Catastrophe has been compared with the 1932-1933 tragedy. Apart from this, the post-genocidal worldview directs special attention to the actions of the neighbors at the time of the Holocaust and, in particular, to the Ukrainian-Jewish relationships.
7. The Ukrainian Jews remain emotionally sensitive to the depiction of the Holocaust in various spheres of social life, including its presentation in textbooks. They are consistent in their effort to have this crime studied in education institutions, and thus in their conviction that non-Jews should learn about the Catastrophe.

In our opinion, it is in this aspect that the historical memory of the Holocaust has been shaped most consistently in Ukraine. Apart from studying the topic in schools, which was started in 1998, this line has been pursued for nearly a decade in some colleges. It was launched by the instruction “On Teaching the Problems of the Holocaust and Shaping the Feeling of International and Interethnical Harmony among Students” issued by the Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine on Dec. 29, 2000
. 
8. Non-governmental institutions specializing in the Holocaust try to use the sociohistorical lesson it provides to form interethnic tolerance among the younger generation and prevent the growth of anti-Semitism in Ukraine.
Therefore, the problem under discussion shows that the historical memory of the Holocaust is being shaped in Ukraine as a component of the memory of the Second World War. At the same time, the equivocal character of its realization is reflected in the realities regarding commemoration of the Holocaust victims. This means that the state and other subjects that form and realize the policy of memory need to do a lot more along this line.
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