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THE RESPONSIBILITY OF REMEMBRANCE IN OUR TIME

Remembrance has been extremely educational 
in that it has made us understand how genocides 
were not an extra-historical catastrophe, but 
rather happened due to the responsibility of hu-
man beings. This happened on a battlefield where 
there were executioners, accomplices, indifferent, 
resistant, spectators, Righteous individuals and all 
the intermediate nuances which, as Primo Levi 
knew and described to us, are very numerous.
In schools youngsters therefore learnt that one 
could choose in the face of Nazism and all forms 
of extreme evil, because nothing was taken for 
granted and determined a priori.

Remembrance of 
the Holocaust
Remembrance of the Holocaust (unprecedent-
ed in history, as historian Yehuda Bauer wrote[1]) 
played a pivotal role in raising awareness on how 
singular a genocide was, aimed at eliminating Jews 
not only in a certain area, but also in every cor-
ner on earth following a merely imaginative ide-

ology that considered Jews to be corrosive ele-
ments of all humanity; it allowed shaking general 
conscience by showing the responsibility not only 
of Nazis, but also of accomplices and indifferent 
individuals throughout Europe, despite being se-
riously delayed in Russia and in the countries of 
Eastern and Central Europe that shared commu-
nist totalitarianism and today new nationalisms; 
it opened for the first time in the West an im-
portant reflection on old and new forms of an-
ti-Semitism and on Israel’s very right to exist; it 
showed how Jews, unlike resistance fighters and 
partisans, as Simone Veil argued in France, were 
not exterminated for their actions, but rather for 
the sole fault of being born; above all, for the first 
time in history, it raised the question of genocide 
prevention with 1948 UN Raphael Lemkin Con-
vention as a legal issue that should commit the 
whole of humanity.
Remembrance of the Holocaust has allowed 
other peoples, including Armenians, Rwandans, 
Cambodians, Yazidis, the victims of Gulag in the 
totalitarian communist system, to publicly claim 
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the right to recognition of their suffering and 
their sacrosanct right to justice before interna-
tional public opinion.
Today we must see how the path of remem-
brance is showing some critical issues that, unless 
tackled at their roots, risk limiting its educational 
function and exposing a profound inadequacy in 
the face of new challenges of our time.

An identity interpretation
First of all, an identity and ritual interpretation of 
the Holocaust seems to prevail that, as Marek 
Edelman observed, risks undermining its char-
acter as a universal teaching. When the deputy 
commander of the Warsaw ghetto revolt went 
to Sarajevo to show his solidarity with Bosnians, 
he launched a very topical warning. What had 
happened to Jews not only did not have to be 
repeated any longer for Jews, it was to become a 
moral principle towards any threatened people.

Competition of 
remembrances
Secondly, there is often international competition 
of specific remembrances (Holocaust, Armenian 
genocide, Gulag) that does not only interpret 
genocides and totalitarianism as if they were 
worlds apart and hence sharing no element, 
even in their specificity, but that sometimes push-
es some people to draw up useless rankings on 
greater pain.
Yehuda Bauer’s recent statements are of great 
depth. The Israeli historian affirms that the Shoah 
is the paradigmatic genocide of the twenti-
eth century, an extreme evil that allows us to 
fathom the most terrible point the destruction of 
humanity on our planet can reach. This is why he 
considers that the study and memory of the Sho-
ah are a magnifying glass that allows us to grasp 
the genesis of evil in every situation, the differenc-
es between the Shoah and the other genocides 

as well as the differences between each genocide, 
that they always present. But this method must 
never make us forget that: “There is no difference 
in the suffering of Jews, Tutsis, Russians and Chi-
nese, Congolese or any people who have found 
themselves in genocidal mass murder. There is 
no ranking in suffering, there is no torture bet-
ter than another torture, no murder better than 
another murder of children, no mass rape better 
than another and therefore there is no genocide 
better than another. The idea of competition is 
not only repugnant, it is completely illogical”. For 
this reason it is important to accustom educa-
tors, historians and storytellers of specific suf-
ferings to the method of comparison, not only 
to grasp common issues and differences in each 
context, but also to raise global and universal 
awareness on all genocides.
The exercise of comparing genocides lays the 
foundations of empathy and openness towards 
a common tragic fate. Philosopher Jan Patocka 
in Prague called for the creation of “solidarity 
of the shaken” as a moral commitment of all 
affected individuals towards a new humanity.

What purpose for 
remembrance?
However, the main aporia lies in the sense and 
goal of that never again that was to turn re-
membrance of the Holocaust into the turning 
point for prevention of all genocides. That never 
again repeated in a ritual and rhetorical way has 
become an empty phrase with no plans for the 
future. For some, never again is the idea of de-
fending Jewish identity and the State of Israel. For 
others remembrance of the Armenian genocide 
is the commitment to any generic evil. It is there-
fore not clear to what end remembrance should 
be directed. It is as if an impassable vacuum were 
created between a tragic past and our actions in 
the world. Nobody then self-critically wonders 
what has gone wrong in the last few years and 
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what we contemporaries have failed to do. The 
worst things can therefore happen in the world, 
as Valentina Pisanty wrote, and we console our-
selves with the ritual of remembrance in which 
we all feel right and good ex post.
We must then ask ourselves questions about the 
meaning of remembrance in our time, not so 
much to seek pretentious and unrealizable solu-
tions, but rather to outline a path that is consis-
tent with the dynamics of a constantly-evolving 
world.

The role of historians 
and intellectuals
Remembrance, as Tzvetan Todorov suggested, 
does not imply remembering everything indis-
tinctly, but rather always making a subjective 
choice according to our responsibility in the 
face of issues raised by the events we witness. 
This is why the role of historians and intellectuals 
is pivotal, who have to play a function of moral 
guidance and to connect specific remembrances 
that are often conflicting, on the basis of universal 
values.
From time to time, in an endless journey, it is 
necessary to give society some priorities to be 
reflected upon. It is crucial to have the courage 
to outline realistic tasks to “straighten out” the 
course of events. As Shakespeare wrote in Ham-
let, we always bear the burden of being responsi-
ble for the time in which we happen to be born. 
This is true for every generation that always has 
to ask new questions.
During the days of remembrance it is important 
to constantly inform not only about the Holo-
caust and genocides of the past, but also about 
all mass atrocities of our time, including the geno-
cidal persecution of Rohingya in Burma, Yazidis 
in Irak, Uighurs in China, the crimes of Isis, mass 
rapes in Congo and the devastating effects of cli-
mate change that can lead to migrations, conflicts 
and tragedies the scope of which go beyond our 

imagination.

Choose a well-lived life
We need to accustom youngsters through re-
flection on the Holocaust to feel empathy and 
sensitivity towards the victims of our time. The 
lesson of genocide has really been learnt when 
one develops sensitivity to all forms of extreme 
evil in our time. This was the wish of writer David 
Rousset, survived from Buchenwald camp, who 
felt to be a moral sentry having to react to every 
new concentration camp in history. Today, feeling 
to be the “children of the Holocaust” and there-
fore the guardians of remembrance of a genocide 
means redeeming the victims of the past through 
active solidarity towards the newly persecuted. 
“Choose a well-lived life” (U'vacharta b'chaim) 
is a verse from the Deuteronomy that perfectly 
fits the task of remembrance. Melancholy, as an 
effect of closure in one’s own pain, leads to re-
moval of responsibility and paralysis.

The promise of “never again”
It is important to raise public awareness on the 
role of international instruments that can act at 
various levels for prevention of genocide and 
repression of States and power groups fuelling 
mass atrocities.
How can we measure if the promise of “never 
again” and “let us not forget” has actual ef-
fects and leaves a tangible mark in international 
relationships? Only by checking that the UN Con-
vention on the Prevention of Genocide has been 
actually enforced, protective measures have been 
implemented for threatened populations and 
ethnic groups, international courts work against 
those responsible for mass crimes, international 
institutions, the European Community and dem-
ocratic States supervise respect of human rights 
in all parts of the world.
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To stem evil and its 
premonitory seeds
The commitment on remembrance also in Italy 
has never been linked to social and political mo-
bilization in support of these institutions. Unless 
there is no constant pressure by international civ-
il society, operations of these bodies will not only 
not be renewed, they will be constantly blocked 
by vetoes and interests of great powers.
The exercise of remembrance at an education-
al level aims at fostering virtuous behaviour 
on the part of youngsters and individual citizens 
who constantly have to stem the premonitory 
seeds of Evil in democratic societies.
It is important to make people understand, as it 
happened in the Weimar Republic, that regres-
sion of customs that can lead to the worst things 
does not occur overnight, it always progresses 

in small steps.
This is why it is necessary, as Agnes Heller argued 
in one of her last writings before her death, to 
stop hate speech on social media, the culture of 
contempt and opposition in political debate, the 
use of evil, racist and anti-Semitic words on the 
public arena, the emptying of democratic institu-
tions by the advocates of illiberal democracy.
Educate to the taste and pleasure of dialogue, to 
respect for others, to openness towards people 
of different religions and cultures, to the practice 
of friendship in the Polis is crucial to protect de-
mocracy.
As Yehuda Bauer reminded us, the preservation 
of democracies is in most cases the main anti-
dote for prevention of genocide.
It is always international alliance of democracies 
that leads to resistance to extreme evil.

Notes
1. “The conclusion from all this is that the Holocaust, i.e. the genocide of the Jews, was not unique.

If I said that it was unique, i.e. that it happened only once in history, we could forget about it, 
because it would no longer have any importance for the living - it happened once, and will not 
be repeated. Also, "uniqueness" implies that some extra-historical factor intervened, some god or 
some Satan. But the genocide of the Jews was the product of human action, and these actions 
were produced by human motivations. No god or Satan was involved. Therefore, the Holocaust 
was unprecedented, not unique.

Which means that it was, or can be, a precedent; as such, in turn, this means that we should do 
everything in our power so that it should not become a precedent, but be a warning. This is the 
principal connection between dealing with the Holocaust and dealing with genocide.”

Yehuda Bauer, The Jews a contrary people, Münster, LIT Verlag, 2014, p. 175


