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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. A tense issue 

Around 2011, when I started to express my growing interest in Holocaust memorial 

culture more frequently to my German friends and family, I was both startled and 

intrigued by the variety and emotionality of their reactions. An old classmate from my 

hometown in Southern Germany only stared at me, and said: “What? You too? I can’t 

hear this anymore. You don’t want to know what I think.” And he walked away. A 

different classmate with whom I graduated from high school told me how exciting and 

special it was for him to help the parents of his Jewish American friend to get in touch 

with the Jewish community in the German city that her grandparents had fled from 

during the Nazi reign. I had lunch with another German PhD in the Netherlands when 

I told her about my project, and she almost choked on her last bite. Then she caught her 

breath: “Ah wow, that sounds really interesting!” My grandmother’s sister was 

surprised by my research interest: “That you young people are interested in this. It is so 

long ago!”, and when I discussed and criticized German memory politics with my 

younger brother, he got a bit upset, and said: “But what do you want, Lisa? Should we 

keep apologizing until eternity?” 

The German Nazi past continues to be important to contemporary German society, 

media and politics, and it is charged with much tension, desires, and contradictory 

expectations. The moral imperative to learn from past horror is often described as a civil 

religion for Germany and the Western World (Jeismann 2000; Probst 2003), with 

recourse to the Stockholm Declaration of 1998. It is said to provide a central moral 

principle for guiding political action, commemoration of the past, and educating 

democratic citizens. The foundation of the International Holocaust Remembrance 

Alliance (IHRA) bears witness to the commitment of its current thirty-one Western 

member states, democracies-only, which are expected to “demonstrate clear public 
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policy commitment to Holocaust education at a senior political level”  in order to “learn 

from the dark lessons of the past, so that we can ensure that similar horrors are never 

again repeated… .” . Fighting racism, anti-Semitism, and oppression are lessons from 

the Nazi crimes, and central principles for contemporary Germany, a member of the 

IHRA, as politicians declare every so often (Hamburger Abendblatt 2012; Schutt 2012). 

“We must not forget,” (Hamburger Abendblatt 2015), said German chancellor Angela 

Merkel on the 70th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz. And German President 

Joachim Gauck stated that “There is no German identity without Auschwitz”, and that 

through confronting past crimes, Germany today has become a “reliable partner for a 

peaceful co-existence of people and nations” (tagesschau.de 2015). Remembering the 

past, taking responsibility for crimes committed, indemnifying victims, and taking 

measures to protect human rights, are different aspects of this fight against forgetting 

on a political, legal, and educational level (Auswärtiges Amt 2013; dpa 2014; Proske 

2012: 40). 

 Commemoration of and education about the Holocaust and National Socialism 

are deeply anchored in the German state. They were thought indispensable during the 

immediate postwar nation building and democratization process (Kößler 2006: 173; 

Meseth 2012: 18f). Debates about educational approaches were established in West 

Germany by the late 1980s, and renegotiated after reunification in 1989 (Meseth 2012: 

22). Today, the topic has a central place in school curricula, both in Germany and 

abroad, and is dealt with in history, religion, ethics, and literature classes (Andrews et 

al 2013: 122; Kößler 2006: 175). Learning about the German past and the Nazi crimes is 

associated with moral pedagogical goals (Epstein 2013: 103-105; Meseth 2012: 19f). 

Referring to Adorno's radio lecture, “Education after Auschwitz,” (Adorno 1971) many 

Germans, and particularly educators and politicians, assume that knowledge about the 

Holocaust immunizes youth against antisemitism and right wing ideologies (Meseth 

2012: 20f). Educating the German public, and especially the young, about the 

Holocaust, is expected to result in the realization of the moral principles to which the 

German state is committed in the aftermath of the past. These expectations towards a 

correlation between Holocaust education and political views of young adults, however, 

are regularly disproved (Kößler 2006: 174,184).  

We must not forget – Angela Merkel said. Holocaust memorial culture is expected to 

educate democratic citizens, avoid future breaches of human rights, and create a sense 

of historical responsibility and empathy towards the victims (IHRA 2015; Kößler 2006: 

173ff; Meseth 2012: 19f). But these results expected from the fight against forgetting are 

not always met. The commemoration of the past in Germany is controversial. 

Frequently, educators in Germany encounter problems. Young people resist or reject 

Holocaust education because they perceive it as strongly associated with moral 

messages, notions of collective German guilt, and political correctness (Kößler 2006: 
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184; Meseth 2012: 28; Heyl 2013). Educational and commemorative initiatives, and 

demands for recompensation payments often only manage to induce boredom or 

annoyance, or even anger in their respective German audiences (Kößler 2006: 184; 

Meseth 2012: 28; SpiegelOnline 2015; Geil 2006; Bertelsmann-Stiftung 2015). Public 

figures, often, but not exclusively, situated on the right side of the political spectrum, 

criticize Holocaust memory culture as supposed instrumentalization for political 

blackmailing. They call the Holocaust a ‘Keule’, a bludgeon, used to subdue the German 

nation - a term introduced by author Martin Walser (1998: 12) in his acceptance speech 

of the Peace Prize of the German Book Trade in 1998 - and demand to limit the 

Holocaust's impact (cf. Ulrich 2012; Seitz 2014; Lachmann 2015). 

The imperative to remember is in many ways countered by a need to forget. Thus, 

according to a recent study by the Bertelsmann Foundation (2015: 22, 25), 81% of 

Germans would like to focus on present problems and leave the crimes committed 

towards the Jews behind, and 67% of Germans below 40 years of age would like to draw 

a line under the past. Young Germans often feel uncomfortable when they are linked to 

the Holocaust, a past that is so far away for them. During my field research, Sandra, a 

student of the Abendgymnasium Köln, a school for adult education, said to me:  

 

“I hope it will be less, at some point. That it will be history, and not be projected 

onto each and every German, who is actually not even connected to it.” I asked 

her: “Do you think there is something like a line that should be drawn under the 

past? Does the influence of the past end automatically at some point?” And she 

replied: “It really should. A line should have been drawn right after it! Because 

everyone who was not …confronted with it… directly, they… didn’t actually have 

anything to do with it. They have to take the blame for the mistakes of those who 

made the decisions. The line is overdue for a long time, for a long long time”.  

 

For many young adults like Sandra, the imperative to remember is burdening. The need 

to forget, however, worries others, like Emre, a student in Sandra’s class. He said:  

 

“It exists as knowledge in the heads, through school… it’s also obligatory, you 

have to know it, but it’s not in everyone’s heart. And I think when that becomes 

less, it will be forgotten.” I asked him: “What will happen when more time 

passes?” He replied: “I hope the emotional distance will not grow. The 

knowledge will remain, also in a 1000 years people will talk about it. But I hope 

that also in a 1000 years people will understand that no more humans have to die. 

That the argument won’t count, ‘but also Israel and the Palestinians’… That we 
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see, this is our past as humans, and that it develops into something positive. But 

I don’t see that right now”. I replied: “What would be the worst thing?” Emre 

said: “If it repeats itself. That would be the worst. In a certain way it does repeat 

itself, because people die due to their beliefs”. 

 

The heritage of the Holocaust is caught up in a tense discourse between remembering 

and forgetting, and often causes young German adults discomfort. Young German 

adults in their twenties and thirties were born 30 to 40 years after the end of the Second 

World War. In their daily lives, the Holocaust does not play a large role. But many of 

them have heard first hand stories from people who lived in Germany between 1933 and 

1945 – grandparents, uncles, aunts, or survivors. They grew up during the 1980s and 

1990s, in a time of heated debates about how to deal with the memory of the Holocaust 

and National Socialism in Germany. Politicians wondered how much moral and 

political responsibility the new, democratic Germany should carry for the crimes of its 

forbearers (Adorno 2010; Dresp 2009; Geyer 1996). Historians, philosophers and 

journalists argued about the comparability of the Nazi crimes (Maier 1998), and the 

public German discourse brought up a common fatigue with a Holocaust memorial 

culture perceived as obsessive and as forced upon Germans from the outside (Moses 

2007; SpiegelOnline 2015; Walser 1998). Memorial culture and art projects became 

more creative and self-organized (Harjes 2005; Pickford 2005; Young 1992), and often 

stood in stark contrast with official memorials. State initiatives for creating memorials 

that represented Holocaust memory for Germany as a whole had to face severe criticism, 

and, such as the Memorial for the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin, could only be 

erected after more than a decade of debates and negotiation (Carrier 2005; Wiedmer 

1999). Movies like Schindler’s List and books like Goldhagen’s “Hitler’s willing 

executioners” debated the role of average Germans in genocide (Kattago 2001; 

Rosenfeld 1999), while politicians like chancellor Kohl tried everything to normalize 

Germany’s international reputation (Geyer 1996; Wiedmer 1999).  

Today’s young German adults grew up with these debates in the media. Their relation 

to the past is simultaneously close and distant. Often, they have strong memories of 

their grandparents’ war stories, or of meeting Holocaust survivors at organized school 

events. Studies showed that the Nazi past still has a strong influence on this generation. 

Welzer (2002: 46-55, 61ff) found that many young Germans want to see their 

grandparents in a favorable light, and exaggerate or even invent positive memories. 

Other scholars remarked that younger generations are intimately familiar with, and 

strongly influenced by the discourse of German guilt (A. Assmann 2006; Moses 2007; 

Proske 2012). On the other hand, National Socialism is distant from their everyday 

realities, and studies repeatedly report a lack of interest or resistance against learning 
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about the topic among younger generations (Gryglewski 2013: 23-25; Heyl 2013: 247; 

Meseth 2012: 27f). 

 

 In the context of the imperative to remember and the need to forget, this PhD 

research investigates the relations between young German adults and the Holocaust, 

and the discomfort often accompanying it. The research was shaped by recurrent 

observations of the difficulties and uncomfortable entanglements in young German 

adults’ relationships to the German Nazi past. In an attempt to understand these, my 

research was aimed at getting as close as possible to the experiences of young adults. 

My guiding questions were: How do young German adults experience encounters with 

the topic Holocaust? How do they relate to the past? How does discomfort emerge in 

such encounters? And how do the young adults deal with discomfort? 

 I followed these questions by conducting ethnographic fieldwork in two 

educational settings in Cologne. I worked with tour guides in a documentation center 

of National Socialism, and with students in two high schools for adult education, 

focusing on the young adults’ experience. By trying to understand what they 

experienced in their encounters with the German past, and what upset them when 

confronted with the topic, I intended to gain a deeper understanding of the Holocaust 

memory debate in Germany. 

 In spite of my research being situated in a setting of Holocaust education, where 

memory is transmitted, I observed a multitude of behaviors that actually promote 

forgetting. Avoidance, simplification, favorable re-interpretations, mystification – there 

were many ways in which social forgetting was embedded in memory work. From my 

observations, the discomfort with remembering horror, violence, and perpetrator 

history, is substantial. It is so large that people, while being committed to 

remembering, develop strategies, behaviors, and mechanisms that will eventually, and 

already do to a certain extent now, contribute to forgetting. 

This project is thus about Holocaust education at the intersection of social memory and 

social forgetting. Now, only 70 years after the end of World War II, first hand witnesses 

of the Holocaust are still alive. But there is anger and resistance toward memory work. 

What I present in my dissertation are only beginnings. When no first hand witnesses 

are alive any more, memory work might face much stronger challenges. In the context 

of my research, I observed so many efforts to remember, and not to forget. But the 

forgetting was also there. So this dissertation focuses on subtleties that are embedded 

in a much larger picture. It is about the constant tension between remembering and 

forgetting, and about the little things, about simple and unconscious ways to behave 

and talk that can be connected to larger discourses and trends – to forget, or to 

remember. 
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In this introduction, I will give a brief overview of the literature that informed the themes 

of my research, describe the conceptual framework that shaped my approach, present 

my methodology and the field work setting, and conclude with a short summary of the 

chapters in this dissertation. 

 

2. Studies on Holocaust memorial culture in Germany 

The development of German memorial culture of World War II and the Holocaust has 

been researched from different perspectives. The difficulty of remembering this past is 

at the center of much scholarly interest. Much work thus investigates the challenges of 

German Holocaust memorial culture as a fight against forgetting that is sometimes 

more, and sometimes less successful. By means of Holocaust education in schools and 

museums, the German public is supposed to learn about past horrors. In spite of such 

efforts to remember, sometimes difficulties, discomfort, and resistance among the 

various German audiences prevail. The scholarly discussions of the tension between 

remembering and forgetting address several themes. Literature on the Holocaust as 

uncanny, powerful, and mystical revolves around the impossibility to remember and to 

do justice to the immensity of past horrors. Scholars discussing discourses of German 

guilt focus on the question of responsibility, the rejection of responsibility, and the 

problem of shame. The issue of perpetrator trauma emphasizes the psychological 

implications that impede remembering on the level of the individual and of society. And 

under the theme of education, expectations, and emotion, researchers explore means 

and methods that can cause successful remembering, or educational failure, and thus 

resistance. 

In this section, I will give an outline of the literature that constitutes the background 

against which my research project was conducted, focusing on the themes of the 

Holocaust as uncanny, powerful, and mystical, on the discourse of guilt, on trauma and 

psychological implications, and on education, expectations, and emotion. 

 

2.1 The Holocaust as uncanny, powerful, and mystical 

Various scholars have mentioned the ambiguous and uncanny qualities of the 

Holocaust, as something very different from the ordinary. Gampel (2000: 49) relates the 

uncanny to “frightening experiences that cannot be expressed in words”, and claims 

that “although it belongs to the familiar, it is hidden and dangerous” (Gampel 2000: 

49). These characteristics are said to make it impossible to adequately deal with the 

Holocaust in memory culture. They can create profound trauma, are responsible for a 

distinct language and political rhetoric around it, and are, also in the form of material 

remnants, experienced as haunting.  



7 

 

The inability to adequately relate to the uncanny aspects of the Holocaust has been 

described by Kligerman (2007: 4) in his work on the Holocaustal uncanny. Kligerman 

analyzes representations of the Holocaust in German art and poetry as uncanny, and 

more specifically, as the “Holocaustal uncanny”, which is created through being 

confronted “with catastrophic scenes of loss” (Kligerman 2007: 4). In the context of 

artistic representations, he describes the Holocaustal uncanny as “the perceptual 

disruptions that accompany the spectator’s relation to the artwork, resulting in an 

affective tonality of anxiety”, creating a “space where fantasies of witnessing or 

empathic imagination break down. Instead of forming an empathic union with the 

Other, there is dissolution of any imaginary union between the spectator and the scene 

of trauma” (Kligerman 2007: 24). Other scholars, such as Alexander (2002: 6), consider 

this disruption as one of the reasons why the Holocaust is often represented as 

something unique, inherently different, monstrous or evil. LaCapra (1999: 724) 

remarks critically about such representations that there is a “strong temptation with 

respect to such limit-events [...] to arrive at a conception of the event's absolute 

uniqueness or even epiphanous, sublime, or sacral quality”, which can be exploited for 

supporting particular political agendas. 

Ambiguous and sublime qualities of the Holocaust also support political speech, as 

Olick and Levy showed. In their analysis of German politicians’ rhetoric, the Holocaust 

is frequently evoked as a constraining mythical taboo (Olick and Levy 1997). Similarly, 

Moses (2007: 149) analyzed how talking about the burdening effects of the Holocaust 

in post-war Germany involves biblical language, such as notions of “inherited sin”, 

“contamination”, and “collective guilt” (Moses 2007: 146). Also Carrithers (2009: 37) 

noted that in post-war Germany the Nazi past was described as dark forces with 

agencies in the ‘shadows’, which are powerful but impossible to control.  

Also uncanny aspects concerning memory discourses and memorials of the Holocaust 

have been discussed. Knittel (2014) researches memorials for marginalized victim 

groups of the Second World War, such as the disabled and mentally ill who were 

euthanized by the Nazis. These memories, she claims, are silenced in dominant 

memory discourses because they are particularly unsettling. Macdonald (2006) pointed 

out the uncanny properties of architecture. She found that the monumental rally 

grounds of the Nazi party in Nuremberg were a continuous problem for the postwar 

Nuremberg city council, as they feared the site's (inherent) ability to create fascination 

for right wing politics (Macdonald 2006: 19). The city developed strategies to break the 

site’s agency by trivializing it and turning it into a place “for banal uses, such as for 

storage, and leisure activities like tennis and motor-racing” (Macdonald 2006: 19) that 

will avoid the accumulation of dangerous symbolic value. 

The uncanny power of Nazi architecture, intertwined with politics and memory, 

features in Till’s (2005) and Huyssen’s (2003) studies. They analyze the changing 
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cityscape of Berlin through time, and look at the controversial development of uncanny 

historical sites. Till (2005) discusses how Berlin has been reconstructed after World 

War II to create a ‘new’ Berlin. She pays particular attention to ‘haunting’ sites, to how 

they are integrated into the cityscape and reflect conflicts in the social memory 

discourse (Till 2005: 9-15, 18). Till emphasizes people's experience of such memory 

places. She claims that ghosts are intentionally evoked in certain spaces: “Places of 

memory can create spaces for individuals to confront feelings of discomfort that 

accompany social hauntings” (Till 2005: 151). While Till claims that such haunting 

places are created intentionally, Huyssen (2003) focuses on the opposite process. In his 

analysis of the changing cityscape of Berlin, he criticizes the removal of uncomfortable 

ambiguities (Huyssen 2003: 61f, 65). 

Most of these scholars have a rather descriptive, uncritical take towards the uncanny 

qualities of the Holocaust. Till (2005) and Huyssen (2003) describe the role of the 

uncanny in processes of architectural reconstruction without asking if the uncanny has 

a political function. Moses (2007) and Carrithers (2009) analyze the ambiguous power 

that is attributed to the Holocaust in language, without wondering what kind of agendas 

might hide behind it. Olick and Levy (1997: 921), however, criticize the recurrence to 

such mystical, supernatural qualities in German public discourse when they state that 

“the general lament that the burdens of the past reach inappropriately into the present 

are vernacular claims about how the past affects us, or in more sociological terms, how 

collective memory works. West German commentators and politicians have often 

regarded the Nazi past as an ineluctable burden, one beset by and working through the 

mystical force of taboo”. 

In my view, it is of utmost importance to take a critical stance toward this tendency of 

ascribing sublime or mystical qualities to the Holocaust, which can arise from depicting 

it in terms of the uncanny. I share Olick’s and Levy’s (1997: 921) view that this can be 

due to the need for a simplified version of social reality. The uncanny has been a 

recurrent theme in my research, and I will discuss it in chapters 2 and 4. Resonating 

with the work of Knittel (2014), Till (2005), Huyssen (2003), and Macdonald (2006), I 

have also found that in many instances, people find it challenging to deal with the 

uncanny qualities of the Holocaust. Similarly to the distinct language use that Olick, 

Levy (1997), Moses (2007), and Carrithers (2009) pointed out, I found that these 

qualities cause people not only to speak, but also to react, perceive, and think in a certain 

way, and attribute strong powers to the Holocaust. In chapter 2, I will discuss how these 

qualities and perceptions of the Holocaust create experiences of discomfort for young 

German adults, depending on their distance or proximity to the topic. I will 

conceptualize the Holocaust as a ‘strange matter’, combining the notions of Freud’s 

(1919) uncanny, Douglas’ (1966) disorder, and Ahmed’s (2000) stranger/strangeness. 

Thinking of the Holocaust as a strange matter intertwines psychological and social 
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effects, and connects these effects to encounters as movements between distance and 

proximity. I will show how the young adults cope with this discomfort, and argue that 

distance features as a crucial aspect. In chapter 4, I will take a more critical stance on 

this issue. I will analyze how the attribution of strong powers and a human-like agency 

of the Holocaust serves as a simplification of social reality and promotes social 

forgetting. 

 

2.2 The discourse of guilt, shame, and responsibility 

In 1946, German philosopher Karl Jaspers published a discussion on different forms of 

guilt that should be applied to Germans after the Second World War. In his 

elaborations, he differentiates between four kinds of guilt: criminal, political, moral, 

and metaphysical (Jaspers 2012: 19-20). Depending on the involvement of the German 

individual in the Nazi reign, Jaspers deduces different implications and liabilities. He 

coined the term of political accountability, politischer Haftung, of the state of Germany 

and its citizens for actions committed in their name, also in the absence of individual 

guilt (Jaspers 2012: 19, 45-7). 

Looking at post-war Germany, Moses (2007: 144) points out the continuity of the 

discourse of guilt in Germany, and the similarity of argumentation in the immediate 

post-war period and the decades following it. He claims that the crimes of the German 

Nazi past are experienced by many Germans as a “national disgrace”, a stigma, that is 

difficult to deal with particularly for younger generations of Germans who experience a 

dissonance between feeling accused, while they do not feel morally guilty (Moses 2007: 

154). Aleida Assmann (2006: 27f.) critically looks at historians’ claims that presumed 

accusations of collective guilt are fictitious products of Germans’ guilty consciences. 

She claims that the experience of the visual presentations of the Nazi crimes in public 

form the foundation of the Germans’ fear of accusation (Assmann 2006: 27f.). The open 

exhibition of photographs of concentration camps was part of the allies’ plans of 

Germany’s political reeducation. In analyzing public post-war figures reactions to these 

pictures, Assmann (2006: 30f.) unfolds the German discourse of guilt and shame. She 

claims that Germans do not fear collective guilt, but collective shame: the shame that 

the whole world observes and will forever connect Germany to these crimes.  

 In his study on how moral expectations are navigated by students in 

contemporary German history school classes, Proske (2012) finds that the discourse of 

guilt plays a significant role for the students’ relation to the German Nazi past. Thus, in 

classroom discussions in history lessons in the 9th grade, students perceive Holocaust 

memory as closely entangled with generational shifts and ethnic-national concepts 

(Proske 2012: 41). Proske’s study also shows how expectations of being accused and the 

knowledge about the discourse of guilt causes the students to quickly refute dealing 
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with the Holocaust because they expect to be held liable for the Nazi past (Proske 2012: 

51-3). Proske (2012: 57) explains that “[f]or the simple reason that the political-moral 

question of guilt is a central theme in the discussions among the memory generations 

about the meaning of National Socialism and of the Holocaust, it comes as no surprise 

that this question costructures the classroom discourse even when it, at the level of 

classroom work, materials, teacher questions, and so forth, is not explicitly 

articulated”. 

Notions of guilt, shame, and responsibility proved to be a tense topic in my research, 

and an issue that the young German adults found difficult to talk about openly. They 

strongly refuted any claims about a continuous guilt for contemporary Germans, and 

some preferred the notion of political accountability that Jaspers (2012: 19, 45-7) 

introduced, and that they strictly distinguished from guilt. Guilt was perceived as 

stigmatizing, resonating with Moses’ (2007: 154) ideas, and as forced upon Germans 

from abroad, similar to Assmann’s (2006: 30f.) claim about the relation between guilt, 

shame, and the experience of Germany as being supervised and observed by the 

international community. Some of my interlocutors confided in me that at times they 

did however feel guilty themselves, against their own convictions. The issue of guilt is, 

as I found, in many ways intertwined with the experience of the Holocaust as uncanny 

and powerful, and contributes to perceiving it as threatening, as I will discuss in 

chapters 2 and 4. Feelings of guilt are also an issue of interest and concern particularly 

in the context of education. As I will discuss in chapter 3, I found that, corresponding 

to Proske’s (2012) study, feelings of guilt can be perceived as inherent to the Holocaust, 

and implicate the education process also when they are not mentioned explicitly. The 

prevalence of such implicit feelings of guilt will also be discussed in chapter 5, where I 

focus on embodied qualities of the Holocaust. In chapter 5, I argue that feelings of guilt 

and shame can play a significant role in perceiving the Holocaust as an uncomfortable 

entity in one’s own body. Encounters with the topic Holocaust are experienced as 

attacks on the body when notions of guilt and shame are experienced as being forced 

upon oneself from the outside. 

 

2.3 Perpetrator trauma and psychological implications 

The question whether the Nazi past has a continuous impact on German society as an 

individual or collective trauma has been researched from different angles. The 

Mitscherlichs’ study (1967) was the first of its kind to claim that German society had 

undergone a collective trauma by losing the war, losing Hitler as a father figure, and 

being faced with the atrocities committed in the name of the nation. These issues, they 

state, are severed by the inability of Germany to mourn this loss. Similarly, Giesen 

(2004: 114) discusses that the Holocaust created a perpetrators' trauma for Germany 
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and a traumatic reference to the past for German national identity: “If a community has 

to recognize that its members, instead of being heroes, have been perpetrators who 

violated cultural premises of their own identity, the reference to the past is indeed 

traumatic”. Dealing with this trauma, Giesen (2004: 116-120) argues, first led to 

collective silence, to narratives of seduction and oppression of the Germans through 

Hitler, and to attempts to create separate categories of decent Germans as opposed to 

Nazis, a boundary that was a subject of heated debates and continuous negotiation 

(Giesen 2004: 120-22). The monstrous Nazis, then, could be demonized and expelled 

from German society (Giesen 2004: 122). In the following decades the trauma was dealt 

with through public rituals of confession, like German chancellor Brandt's kneeling in 

Warsaw in 1970, and finally professionalized and taken over by museums and academic 

discourses (Giesen 2004: 134-5). Eventually, confessing the perpetrators' guilt led to a 

new collective identity (Giesen 2004: 146). Giesen claims that these confessions are not 

empty political rhetoric, but “provide the only way of getting the recognition of national 

identity beyond the reclaiming of artificial primordialities and questionable utopias” 

(Giesen 2004: 154). Santner (1990) took to film culture as a window for gaining a deeper 

understanding of how German memory culture collectively deals with the traumatic 

losses. He analyzed the ‘work of mourning’ that takes place in political and film culture 

in Germany during the 1970s and 1980s, in a Germany that is both a post-Holocaust 

and, as he claims, a postmodern society. Based on the Mitscherlichs’ (1967) notion that 

an inability to mourn causes problems in German society, Santner focuses on the 

challenges that second and third post-war generation Germans face when dealing with 

the ambivalent heritage of the German past. His analysis, focused on the two German 

filmmakers Edgar Reitz and Hans Jürgen Syberberg, emphasizes the significance of the 

ritual aesthetics of film in the work of mourning (Santner 1990: 97-102,153). 

Bar-On (2004) looked at the psychological impacts of perpetrator family histories on 

individuals, such as the children and direct relatives of Nazi criminals. He found that 

they are deeply entangled in the violent histories of their ancestors, and often find it 

hard to develop a sense of individual independence and an unburdened self (Bar-On 

2004: 297-9,303-5). In a similar, but intergenerational comparative study, Rosenthal 

(2010) looked at how the past impacts individuals psychologically whose family 

members were involved in the Holocaust. Three generations of families on the 

perpetrator side in Germany, and on the victim side in Israel participated in her study. 

Resonating with Bar-On’s findings, the study shows that the past between 1933 and 

1945 has psychological implications until the third generation, for both groups. Apart 

from obvious differences, the descendants of both groups shared difficulties of dealing 

with the topic: it was frequently the subject of silence, associated with anxieties, and 

part of obstructed family dialogues (Rosenthal 2010: 13). An influential research project 

by Welzer, Moller, and Tschugnall (2002) on intergenerational memory and trauma in 

Germany was conducted in the late 1990s, and showed how deeply entangled also young 
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Germans without a perpetrator history are in their family’s and society’s history. The 

researchers analyzed how memories of the Nazi reign, the prosecution of the Jews, and 

the Second World War, are talked about in intergenerational conversations among 

family members, how knowledge is passed on between the generations, and how 

narratives from popular media shape memory and create a tense dynamic between 

perpetrators and victims (Welzer et al 2002: 11). One of the main results was the insight 

that stories changed considerably on their ways through the generations. Children, and 

especially grandchildren were found to retell their parents’ or grandparent’s memory 

accounts in a more favorable light. This included turning by-standers into saviors 

(Welzer et al 2002: 62f, 65ff), and in in some cases absolving criminals from guilt by 

selective listening and ‘forgetting’ of violent details (Welzer et al 2002: 11, 46-52, 60ff). 

Based on the interviews, the researchers claim the existence of five types of family 

memory tradition. Narratives of victimhood, which turn by-standers or perpetrators 

into victims (Welzer et al 2002: 82), narratives of justification, which are constructed to 

ward off potential expected accusations and prove the innocence of the involved person 

(Welzer et al 2002: 82-3), narratives of distance, characterized by irony, in which a 

speaker attempts to appear as retrospectively critical of the ridiculous Nazis (Welzer et 

al 2002: 83), narratives of fascination, which emphasize the positive aspects of National 

Socialism (Welzer et al 2002: 83), and narratives of heroism, in which even the smallest 

and most banal actions are turned into proof of resistance (Welzer et al 2002: 84). 

Sharing LaCapra’s (2014: 79) stance on the problems of perpetrator trauma, I would 

hesitate to describe German society as traumatized. I agree with his argument that this 

fosters an “indiscriminate generalization of historical trauma into the idea of a wound 

culture or the notion that everyone is somehow a victim” (LaCapra 2014: 77), in which 

victims and perpetrators of historical events can be turned into indistinguishable 

competitors of suffering. However, the work of the Mitscherlichs (1967), of Giesen 

(2004), and Santner (1990) illuminates the continuous significance and impact of the 

German Nazi past in contemporary German society. Resonating with their claims, and 

with the claims of scholars such as Bar-On (2004), Rosenthal (2010), and Welzer et al 

(2002), I found that for the young German adults with whom I engaged in my research, 

the Holocaust and National Socialism are tense and emotional issues that concern and 

implicate them personally. While the following chapters are not written as 

psychological explanations, the observations they present have to be seen against a 

background of emotional and cultural entanglement. The Holocaust proved to be a 

strong concern for every single informant. In chapter 2, this will be reflected in the 

sensitivity regarding the distance to the topic Holocaust, and the coping measurements 

the young adults took in order to deal with the difficulties posed by its proximity. In 

chapter 3, the challenges in the education process, the sophisticated emotion 

ideologies, and the fine lines that make the difference between educational success and 

failure bear witness to these psychological implications. In the chapters 4 and 5, the 



13 

 

attribution of agency to the Holocaust and the rhetoric and perceptions of the Holocaust 

as located in the body or as an attack on the body illuminate the power it has on the 

individual psyche. 

 

2.4 Education, expectations, and emotion 

There is a considerable body of literature dealing with the desirability, the social norms 

and expectations about teaching the topic Holocaust and the German Nazi past to 

students. Much research (Baum 1996; Demke and Hamann 2012) emphasizes the 

importance of emotions for a successful learning about National Socialism and the 

Holocaust, and depicts emotions as empowering the learning process. But also 

emotions are subject to expectation. There should be neither too much, nor too little: 

“The Holocaust is either too close, or too far”, as Mkayton (2011: 28) remarks regarding 

the emotional identification of young people with victims of the Holocaust, and the 

challenge it poses for reaching educational goals. Concerning the intentional use of 

emotion, opinions differ. Some researchers emphasize the positive educational power 

of emotions (Baum 1996), while others point to the risks involved (Demke and Hamann 

2012; Heyl 2013). The latter frequently refer back to the Überwältigungs-Verbot, the 

interdiction to indoctrinate or overwhelm students from the guidelines for political 

education developed in 1976 by the German province of Baden-Württemberg, the 

Beutelsbacher Konsens (Landeszentrale für politische Bildung Baden-Württemberg 

2015). Demke and Hamann (2012) point out that an emotional approach can create the 

wrong impression of authenticity. This impression obscures the fact that emotional 

approaches are constructed, and bound to the present and the subject. Such approaches 

appear to connect students closer with the past and the victims of violence, but 

ultimately are a product of imagination (2012: 5). Demke and Hamann propose a focus 

on controversies in the learning process, which can teach critical thinking and increase 

motivation, both of which are crucial for the goal of educating historically conscious 

democratic citizens (2012: 6).  

Heyl (2013) discusses the expectations of socially desirable emotions in the context of 

youth groups visiting concentration camps. Teachers often expect their students to 

display strong emotions in the concentration camp, and ask the tour guides to shock 

and terrify their students, in order to pass the message and sympathize with the victims 

(Heyl 2013: 247). Often, students resist such an approach, and, as Heyl comments, 

rightly so. They do not want to be made objects of emotional manipulation (Heyl 2013: 

247). Frequently, Heyl states, empathic relations between teachers and students are low 

in these kinds of staged visits with high expectations. There is an inherent contradiction 

in this: students have to practice empathy in order to be empathic towards Holocaust 

victims (Heyl 2013: 247). I share his view, and as will be discussed in chapter 3, my 
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research yielded similar results concerning the need for empathy and authenticity in the 

student-teacher relationship.  

Kößler (2006) criticizes also expectations towards Holocaust education and memory 

culture to protect democracy and prevent anti-Semitism and extremism. In his 

discussion of the treatment of anti-Semitism in schools, he claims that anti-Semitism 

is not pre-dominantly a problem of teenaged students, but that anti-Semitic stereotypes 

are widespread among pupils and teachers (Kößler 2006: 172). His analysis of history 

school books finds that the representation of Jewish history is mostly one-dimensional: 

focused on victimhood and the Holocaust, sometimes even promoting common 

stereotypes such as that of the ‘wealthy Jews’ (Kößler 2006: 179,181-3). Kößler (2006: 

173) states that since the beginning of historical political education in post-war 

Germany, education of the Nazi past and the Holocaust was a nation-building project. 

The identity of the new democratic German state depended on its success. These 

expectations toward historical education to prevent extremism persist until today 

(Kößler 2006: 173). But in Kößler’s opinion, Holocaust education and historical 

learning are first and foremost important for a good general education in Europe. While 

it cannot meet certain expectations, it may enable students to develop empathy and gain 

insights when connections to their present life worlds are made that enable reflexive 

learning (Kößler 2006: 173-4). 

Heyl’s and Kößler’s criticism resonates with the findings I will present in chapter 3. 

Also in the case of my research, the tension between the expectations toward successful 

Holocaust education, and the everyday problems and the wish for a respectful 

relationship with students proved to be an issue of continuous challenge. As I will 

discuss in depth in chapter 3, the role of emotions appeared as crucial in the context of 

my research, resonating with the claims of Demke and Hamann, Baum, and Mkayton. 

It was thought to have great influence on the educational project both by the students 

and educators I engaged with in Cologne. I conceptualized their stances towards this 

issue as ‘emotion ideologies’, a term which enables me in chapter 3 to shed more light 

on what is deemed helpful and hindering in the education process, and on which kinds 

of experience these views are founded. In line with Heyl’s perspective on moral and 

emotional expectations towards students, also my research showed that young German 

adults are intimately familiar with these kinds of expectations. Most students strongly 

refute such expectations and criticize teachers, institutions, and educational 

approaches that make use of methods they perceive as emotionally manipulative. For 

some of the young adults, these moral expectations and the fear of being accused have 

become so closely associated with the topic Holocaust that it significantly shapes their 

behavior in encounters with it. This will be discussed in chapter 3 in the context of the 

Holocaust as sticky site that accumulates emotional value, but it will also be relevant in 
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the chapters 2, 4 and 5, in the context of understanding how the Holocaust becomes 

constituted as such a threatening, powerful entity. 

 

3. The conceptual frame: memory and forgetting 

The following chapters on young German adults’ relationship with the German Nazi 

past are situated at the intersection of social memory and social forgetting in the context 

of transferring knowledge about the past through Holocaust education. The continuous 

tension and interdependence between what is remembered and transmitted, and what 

is forgotten and left behind, is negotiated in narrative and experience; it is interpreted 

and lived through emotion and the body, and told and felt through the perspective of 

agency. 

Memory scholars (J. Assmann 2007; Halbwachs 1967; Nora 1989) describe social 

memory as a body of knowledge, values, and norms, and sometimes also practices 

concerning a group’s past that are transferred and communicated over time (Bourdieu 

1990; Connerton 1989; Foucault 1980), causing a continuous engagement with the past 

in the present. In the context of states such as Germany, social memory is often looked 

at as collective national memory that is critical for establishing a national identity 

(Anderson 1983; Climo and Cattell 2002; Klein 2000; Poole 2008). Some researchers 

discuss history as rational, institutionalized, written knowledge, in opposition to 

memory, which is believed to be organic, alive, and communicated mostly orally (J. 

Assmann 2007; Halbwachs 1967; Hobsbawm 1992; Nora 1989). Recent research has 

tried to overcome this dichotomy by emphasizing the role of narratives of the past, 

which are assumed to cross-cut these supposedly separated domains. With an emphasis 

on narrative, scholars analyzing how memory and history shape each other (Ankersmit 

2010; Klein 2000; White 1987). Other approaches, with which I align myself, focus on 

practice (Bourdieu 1990; Connerton 1989; Foucault 1980; Olick 1998). In practice, the 

separation between history and memory is not necessary. A focus on practice analyzes 

how knowledge of the past is used and produced. Thus, it not only connects the two 

domains, but it renders the distinction superfluous. Participating in historical research, 

teaching the Holocaust at school, or visiting a museum of National Socialism are all 

memory practices. In these practices, which are shaped by the past, people engage with 

and reshape the past. In the context of Holocaust education, approaching memory 

through practice makes it possible to contain a variety of data: how people talk about 

the past, how they teach and are taught, how they experience, and how they form 

opinions. In the museum and the school where I conducted fieldwork, formal and 

informal sources of knowledge were intertwined in a multitude of daily activities. 

Instead of trying to separate what is intricately intertwined, a focus on memory practice 

concentrates on the dynamic processes happening in these settings. 
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Social memory is inextricably linked to social forgetting (Brockmeier 2002; Connerton 

2008). Remembering always relies on interpretation and mnemonic selection, and thus 

mediates forgetting, “as selecting always creates gaps, distortions, contradictions and 

other incoherences” (Brockmeier 2002: 22). Forgetting can be necessary to focus on the 

present and to simplify an overly complex reality (Connerton 2008: 64-66). But the 

selectivity of remembering also leads to oversimplification and discrepancies with 

“one’s encounters in the world” (Ochs and Capps 1996: 32). Oversimplification opens 

up ways to realize political agendas by leaving out uncomfortable memories. 

Forgetting, as Brockmeier (2002: 25) claims, is not simply the counterpart of 

remembering, but mediated and “negotiated in the interplay between social and 

individual organization of memory” (Brockmeier 2002: 32). 

In the context of education about the past, social forgetting can be fostered by 

consciously omitting particular memories (Knittel 2014), but it can also take place more 

subtly, embedded in actual efforts to remember. I will analyze the tension between 

remembering and subtle processes of forgetting in the context of German Holocaust 

education as unfolding in narrative and experience; and as experienced and narrated 

through emotion, agency, and embodiment.  

I share Carr’s views of the historicity of experience that intertwines past and present: 

“[e]ach object and event [...] comes to us with its past attached. Without this past it 

would not only be meaningless, it could not even be an item in our experience” (Carr 

2009: 352). Resonating with scholars such as Dekel (2009), Till (2005), Gryglewski 

(2013), Proske (2012), and Bar-On (2004), who examined how the Holocaust affects the 

experience of Germans today, I rely on experience as a central analytical category for 

understanding the relationship between individuals and the past in the present. 

Narrative and experience mutually shape each other (Carr 1986: 16). Individual 

experience needs narratives to be expressed and communicated, and narrative can 

structure experience into temporal sequence and plots (Ochs and Capps 1996: 26; 

Ricoeur 1984: 3). The relation between narrative and experience accounts for the social 

dimension of the story, and for the historical dimension of the experience (Carr 1986: 

5; Ochs and Capps 1996: 31). 

In the case of my research, narratives of the past and experiences with the past were 

frequently intertwined. Particularly relevant were narratives of normativity and cultural 

legitimacy in relation to Germanness (cf. Bruner 1991: 15; Ochs and Capps 1996: 32f). 

Memory and narrative are inherently selective. Socially dominant narratives favor 

specific interpretations and negate others (Ochs 1996: 32-5), opening up pathways to 

social forgetting. They offer (over)simplifying interpretations for a potentially 

confusing reality, making it more intelligible and less insecure (Argenti and Schramm 

2010: 2; Carrithers 2009: 48; Olick and Levy 1997: 922; Wiedmer 1999: 207). Dominant 

narratives can be community-building, but also lead to tension and provoke counter-
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narratives (Ochs 1996: 35-7). The role of narrative, reactions to narratives, and counter-

narratives, and the close relation between narrative and experience in the context of 

Holocaust education are discussed in chapter 2. With the approach that I elaborate in 

chapter 2, and that guides the analyses presented in chapters 3-5, it becomes possible 

to look at relations of individuals with the German past in Holocaust education not only 

as engagements with narratives that have to be remembered, but as personal and 

potentially intimate encounters. 

A multitude of different memory practices in my field in Cologne were intertwined with 

a changing prevalence and evaluation of emotion. Like memory, emotions are 

simultaneously intra- and interpersonal, unified experiences (Barrett et al. 2007: 386), 

which are influenced by past experiences. Conversely, memory practices often employ 

socially mediated emotions, especially in the context of the Holocaust (Ahr 2008; Baum 

1996; Kidron 2009). 

Thinking with Ahmed’s concept of ‘affective economies’ (Ahmed 2004), the Holocaust 

is circulated through memory practices in schools and museums and becomes a 

“sticky” (Ahmed 2004: 11) site. It becomes ‘occupied’ with dominant emotions, or what 

Baum (1996: 47f) calls “obligatory emotions” that create powerful impressions, but 

inhibit other experiences. In chapter 3, I will elaborate on the relation and mutual 

influence between memory and emotion in the context of Holocaust education, and 

discuss the educators’ and students’ experience with this stickiness, and their expertise 

in navigating it. 

A common narrative practice that I encountered in the context of Holocaust education 

was the attribution of agency to the Holocaust. In close connection with narratives of 

guilt, the Holocaust was described as an uncontrollable threat, looming over political 

discussion. This peculiar narrative practice enlightens the selectivity of remembering, 

and thereby the mechanisms of forgetting. Agency, the capability of “intervening 

causally in the stream of events that constitutes its environment of behavior” (Giddens 

1987: 216), and particularly non-human agency, have been controversially debated in 

recent years (Gell 1998; Ingold 2007, 2008; Latour 2005). Ingold claims that 

transferring agency to inanimate objects is misleading and anthropocentric (Ingold 

2007: S30-1). More than just being anthropocentric, attributing agency to the Holocaust 

has the capacity to foster social forgetting through oversimplification (Ochs and Capps 

1996: 32). Concealing causal relations and the involvement of real human actors and 

institutions, the narrative practice of agency attribution depicts the Holocaust as acting 

independently and draws a distorted image of social reality. Portraying the Holocaust as 

such a powerful entity leads to vagueness in discussing its effects. In neglecting the 

close intertwinement of one’s self with the past, it thus effectively promotes social 

forgetting, as will be discussed in depth in chapter 4. 
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The body is an important site and tool for engaging with the past, and it is deeply in 

involved in processes of remembering and forgetting. In the context of German 

Holocaust education, many young adults I encountered expressed bodily discomfort in 

relation to the topic. Such discussions of bodily discomfort in Germany in relation to 

the Holocaust, I argue, intertwine the individual body and society. The close relation 

between history, the individual and social body resonates with scholars such as Foucault 

(1977), who argues that histories of power relations are inscribed into the body through 

the institutionalized enforcement of discipline, and with Scheper-Hughes and Lock 

(1987) who describe the body as a “cognitive map” (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987: 19) 

for thinking about social relations, and discuss bodily experiences as societal 

representations. 

Discussing Holocaust memory in terms of the discomfort it causes the individual and 

social body is tied up with issues of normativity. The social body, as remarked by 

Scheper-Hughes and Lock (1987: 20), can be depicted as healthy, damaged, or 

malfunctioning. As Douglas (1973) showed, such notions can give rise to the desire to 

‘cleanse’ the social body of what is considered as out of place, which Bauman (1989: 71) 

criticized as enabling racist politics and crimes, and Foucault (1978: 140) considered as 

bio-power, aimed at controlling populations. In chapter 5, I will discuss the role of the 

body and of bodily discomfort, particularly in the context of criticizing memory politics 

and Holocaust education. 

Embodiment, emotion, and agency are the sites where the tension between 

remembering and forgetting in Holocaust education is negotiated, narrated and 

experienced. The tension between efforts to remember and the need to forget, and the 

discomfort that lies at the center of this tension, unfold at these intersections, as I will 

show in the following chapters. 

 

4. Fieldwork in Cologne: methods and methodology 

My research questions about young German adults’ experiences of discomfort in 

relating to the past were investigated by conducting ethnographic fieldwork. I spent 

nine months in Cologne, from April to December 2013, in order to engage with young 

German adults born during the 1980s, and examine how they relate to the German Nazi 

past. The topic Holocaust and National Socialism does not come up frequently in daily 

life. People may refer to it with a short comment or a gesture, the media relate 

contemporary political happenings to past occurrences, but there are not many fields in 

which the topic comes up reliably and regularly for an anthropologist to observe. 

Educational and academic settings, such as memorials, museums, research institutes 

and schools are the sites where the German past appears in the most regulated and 

clearly defined manner. I thus chose to do fieldwork in educational settings. The 
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Documentation Center for National Socialism in Cologne  welcomed my inquiry to do 

fieldwork. The center has several functions: it is a museum that documents the spread 

of National Socialism and its genocidal consequences in the area of Cologne. It is built 

in the former Gestapo headquarters. The former Gestapo offices host the exhibition, 

while the cellar, which used to serve as a jail, has been turned into a memorial. In the 

Gestapo jail, prisoners of war, forced laborers from various European countries and 

noncompliant Germans were held, tortured, and sometimes executed. The jail was left 

mostly in its original state after it was rediscovered in the 1970s. Apart from these 

functions, the NS-DOK, as the center is also called, also offers various educational 

workshops, and hosts an initiative for anti-racism work. 

My fieldwork activities at the NS-DOK started off with an internship in the department 

for museum education. I became acquainted with the staff, participated in a workshop 

on theatre pedagogy, and met some of the tour guides. The tour guides were the focus 

of my interest. Many of them were born in the 1980s, and thus part of the age group of 

young German adults with whom I wanted to get in touch. After a few weeks as an 

intern, I started working mainly with the tour guides. The museum educator who trains 

them and designs the tours helped me to contact them. I explained my research interest, 

and all of them were more than willing to help. A group of seven guides and one intern 

became my core interlocutors. I joined them for their guided tours, talked to them 

whenever possible, participated in team meetings, and met them for private interviews. 

I also invited all of the tour guides I worked with to a presentation and discussion of my 

findings, which three of them attended. At first they seemed like a rather homogeneous 

group: with high levels of academic education in the humanities or social sciences, from 

relatively wealthy and well-educated family backgrounds, and apart from one guide 

without recent histories of migration in their families. But after spending some time 

with them, the differences were noticeable, which will be shown in the following 

chapters.  

Despite their different personal experiences and viewpoints, they were all experts in 

their field, voluntarily engaged in political and historical education concerning the 

Holocaust and National Socialism. I felt I needed another perspective to complement 

this. I found it at two public institutions of adult education in Cologne. At the 

‘Abendgymnasium Köln’ and the ‘Köln Kolleg’ , young adults with lower levels of 

education who did not succeed in the standard educational system can graduate from 

high school and thus gain access to higher education. The students have to be above 18 

years of age, with completed vocational training or other work experience of at least two 

years. About half of the students in these schools have immigrant backgrounds. Two 

enthusiastic teachers of history and German literature offered me the opportunity to 

participate in their classes as a silent observer. At the Köln Kolleg, I visited two different 

German literature classes a few times, and interviewed one of the students. At the 
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Abendgymnasium, I participated in a history course over a period of three months, in 

all but one of the five hours of lessons per week, and engaged in many informal 

conversations with teacher and students before and after class. My core data from the 

adult education field comes from the time spent in this class with these pupils. Of the 

ten to twelve students in class I interviewed nine, some of them several times, as well as 

the teacher, and I presented my research project in one of the last lessons in which I 

participated. This also gave the students plenty of opportunities to ask questions, to 

contribute ideas to my analytical process, to voice criticism, and to understand what 

happens with the data they helped me collect.  

The two groups of students and tour guides are not representative for young German 

adults as a whole. They did provide me with a large spectrum of opinions, behaviors, 

claims, thoughts, and experiences. While of course every individual was different, many 

thoughts and behaviors emerged again and again, among both tour guides and 

students. They do not represent a general population in terms of percentages and 

demographics. In other places and other groups, some opinions, behaviors, or 

experiences might be much more, or much less common. What this group constitutes 

is a glimpse into the variety of experiences made, opinions held, and claims defended 

among young German adults.  

Learning about the Holocaust and National Socialism in these educational contexts was 

characterized by current societal developments: globalization, multiculturalism, and a 

generational break. A variety of recent studies focuses on the issue of a break in 

Holocaust memory due to a generational break: those who lived during the 1930s and 

1940s are now well in their 80s and 90s, and soon there will be no first hand witnesses 

left. Scholars address problems and challenges connected to 'post-memory' (Hirsch 

2008): how to reach younger generations with moral messages derived from a relatively 

distant history, what a modern memory culture and modern Holocaust education 

should look like, as well as how to tackle new challenges through immigration and 

growing cultural diversity among young Germans and contemporary German society. 

The expectations toward Holocaust education and memorial culture have thus been 

growing tenser in recent years. Concerning the expected ‘dying out’ of first hand 

witnesses, the Zeitzeugen, Kühner (2002: 67) remarks that “there is a growing 

consciousness that they [= the first hand witnesses] have to [emphasis added] 

document their memories – to transfer them to a form of cultural memory”. Klare and 

Sturm (2012: 13) name three main challenges for historical-political education of the 

German public concerning the Holocaust: demographic changes, the diversification of 

visitors, and the end of the generation of the Zeitzeugen. In analyzing the changes that 

led to contemporary Holocaust education, Meseth (2012: 27) also formulates a 

normative view: “Given that contemporary witnesses are dying, the task is now to find 

enduring forms of instruction that do justice to the uniqueness of the Holocaust and 
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Germany’s special historical responsibility”. This expected generational break was an 

issue of recurring concern in the museum NS-DOK. The museum educator and the tour 

guides were engaged in developing and realizing educational approaches in order to 

deal with this change in the near future. 

Looking at recent developments in Holocaust education and memorial culture in the 

light of globalization and the diversification of society, Macgilchrist and Christophe 

(2011) claim that social changes due to globalization also affect how the Holocaust is 

taught and remembered, as can be seen e. g. in the recent graphic Holocaust novel “The 

Search” (Macgilchrist and Christophe 2011: 154). Thus, children learn at school in the 

context of interculturality that their individual perspectives are particular and 

contingent, and that things are different in other places (Macgilchrist and Christophe 

2011: 146,147). Recent approaches to Holocaust education less expect students to be 

shocked, impressed, and feel guilty, but rather to emotionally and empathetically 

engage with individual life narratives, and to be able to deal with uncertainties instead 

of being presented clear concepts of right-and-wrong (Macgilchrist and Christophe 

2011: 155). These approaches were also dominant in the NS-DOK and the adult high-

schools in which I worked in Cologne. Empathic, intellectual, and critical engagement 

were the principles embodied by the educators in school classes and museum tours. 

Even though both the educators and students had experienced Holocaust education 

aimed at creating feelings of guilt in the past, during my field research I could not 

observe such practices. 

In the context of globalization and growing multiculturalism, Rothberg and Yildiz 

(2011) claim that Holocaust memorial culture in Germany regularly excludes migrants. 

They discuss this as a paradox of constructing Holocaust memory as deeply connected 

to an ethnically essentialist notion of being German, in spite of it being the product of 

extreme nationalism: “preserving ethnicized identity seems essential to confronting the 

crimes committed in its name” (Rothberg and Yildiz 2011: 36). Migrants find 

themselves in an impossible double bind: they are not expected to engage with 

Holocaust memory, but at the same time especially Muslims are accused of anti-

Semitism and a lack of identification with the German past (Rothberg and Yildiz 2011: 

36). These notions, Rothberg and Yildiz (2011: 36-7, 38-42) claim, influence Holocaust 

memorial culture, Holocaust education, and academic studies conducted on the topic, 

in spite of existing memory practices and engagements of migrants with the German 

Nazi past, such as Turkish-German literature or the project Stadtteilmütter. 

The entanglement of globalized classrooms and the diversity of Germany’s new 

generations, but also the tendency to reproduce the double-bind towards migrants that 

Rothberg and Yildiz mentioned, show in Georgi’s (2003) study. She investigates how 

young migrants in Germany relate to and identify with the German Nazi past. 

Unfortunately, her study is guided by the question of how well young Germans with 
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immigrant background relate to the German past and identify as German, and thus 

reproduces the consciousness-search that Rothberg and Yildiz criticize. Georgi shows 

that for most of the immigrant youth, the question of the heritage of National Socialism 

is closely connected to their experience of acceptance or rejection from German society. 

In their fight for being accepted as Germans, they also try to find personal and diverse 

relations to the German past (Georgi 2003: 173). In a similar study, Gryglewski (2013) 

explores how Arab-Palestinian and Turkish youth in Berlin relate to the Holocaust. 

Against the backdrop of frequently reported anti-Semitism from Muslims in Germany, 

she examines if these claims are substantiated, and how to create a successful Holocaust 

education for contemporary, diverse Germany (Gryglewski 2013: 14). Similarly to 

Georgi, she finds that experiences of acceptance and rejection are highly significant for 

the teenagers’ relation to German memorial culture, while also pointing out the 

advantages of educational concepts that are based on recognition and appreciation 

(Gryglewski 2013: 141, 219-239). 

Multiculturalism was a continuous presence during my fieldwork in both the NS-DOK 

and the adult high schools. In the evening high school history class, about half of the 

students I engaged with had immigrant backgrounds. Partly, they had the German 

citizenship, but not everyone. Partly, their parents had immigrated to Germany and the 

students themselves were born in Germany with German as their native language, but 

some of them only immigrated to Germany as children or teenagers. The fact that the 

research participants included young adults with and without immigrant backgrounds 

adds to the complexity of my research. One way to deal with this would be to 

conceptualize them as separate groups. I chose not to do this. Instead, I have chosen to 

give an indication of someone’s immigrant background through his or her pseudonym, 

and in some cases by adding a short biographical note, but not to conceptualize this 

analytically. This was a conscious conceptual choice. The first reasons for this choice is 

that in social reality in Germany, the distinction between immigrant and non-

immigrant is also unclear. German society is compiled by people with all kinds of 

(immigrant) histories, and there is no separation between migrants and native 

Germans. Secondly, family histories of immigration are only one factor of many that 

have implications on one’s sociocultural entanglements, such as one’s educational, 

political, or religious background. Thirdly, and most importantly, my data did not show 

that young adults with or without immigrant backgrounds related to the Holocaust in a 

way that would legitimate a separate analytical discussion. Much more important were 

individual life stories and former experiences. In the following four chapters, I chose to 

let people from different backgrounds speak without making their ethnic differences 

an issue of analysis, because I think this distinction has already received too much 

attention, as Rotherberg’s and Yildiz’s (2011) study showed, and of which Georgi’s 

(2003) work is proof. I definitely did not want to reproduce such a categorization by 

separating “pure” Germans from those with immigrant background. I decided to 
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mention the immigrant background as only one feature among others in the 

composition of the groups, because in this research it had no prominent meaning 

among all the features that characterize individuals. 

I am German myself, I grew up in Germany and German is my mother tongue. All the 

interaction during fieldwork thus took place in German, which made the 

communication easy. I was born in 1984, and am thus part of the same age group as 

most of my interlocutors. I was socialized with the same public discourses as most of 

them, I consumed similar media and witnessed the same public events and political 

processes. As an anthropologist, I am thus what has sometimes been called a ‘native’ 

anthropologist. While some might criticize this as a lack of distance, I experienced it in 

a positive way. The tour guides and students trusted me with their personal thoughts 

and emotions, and were open about difficult topics. They often assumed I would 

understand what they only hinted at, which I did. This advantage might be balanced by 

other issues I may have overlooked due to be being overly familiar with them. But then, 

all anthropologists have their own viewpoints that facilitate insights into some aspects, 

while they will tend to overlook others. In this respect, I do not think that being a native 

anthropologist gives special legitimacy on the one hand, or delegitimizes research 

results on the other hand. Narayan (2003: 285f) even argues against opposing native to 

non-native anthropologists in the first place. She prefers to think of anthropologists as 

“belonging simultaneously to the world of engaged scholarship and the world of 

everyday life” (Narayan 2003: 286), and criticizes the notion that a native anthropologist 

knows and represents everything of his or her society (Narayan 2003: 295). But, like 

other anthropologists who “study societies in which we have preexisting experience” 

(Narayan 2003: 295), she experienced an understanding beyond words with the people 

she worked with in the field (Narayan 2003: 288), which resonates with my own 

experience. Anthropologist Nakhleh (1979) emphasizes that also an insider position 

can be accompanied by problems, as sometimes an insider is more restricted in his 

options. Being an insider, he says, “is never a neutral, uninvolved position” (Nakhleh 

1979: 344). And also Abu-Lughod (1991: 137) states that indigenous anthropologists do 

not have “any superior moral claim or advantage […] in doing anthropology”, but that 

they face “special dilemmas […] that reveal starkly the problems with cultural 

anthropology’s assumption of a fundamental distinction between self and other”. This 

distinction between self and other was sometimes blurred in the course of my research. 

The same lack of distance that provided me with an easy access and good rapport to the 

people I worked with, was also the reason that I am opinionated. I consider Holocaust 

memorial culture as important. But I did not only want to collect data that suit my 

opinion. I wanted the tour guides and students to feel at ease when talking about their 

experiences. I wanted them not to feel judged or evaluated in any way, something 

especially the students found hard, being used to evaluations from school. I tried to 

withhold my own opinion, and encouraged my interview partners to speak their mind 
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as openly as possible. Navigating my (dis)agreement with others’ opinions was a 

continuous challenge throughout the research project.  

Sometimes, tour guides or students demanded to know my viewpoint. They did not 

want to talk to a blank researcher. As the German Nazi past is morally regulated, they 

felt uncomfortable being perhaps evaluated by me in secret, while I evaded their 

evaluation through my privileged researcher position. Thus, when they tried to involve 

me in discussions, I responded and expressed my views. 

I completed my fieldwork with 35 tape recordings which I transcribed, and many field 

notes from the field diary in which I wrote every few days. The tape recorded interviews 

and group discussions were each between one and one and a half hours long. I analyzed 

the content heuristically, following traces on which I was set during the research, by 

behaviors or statements of tour guides and students that made an impression on me. 

According to these leads and according to the categories that formed in my mind in the 

course of the research, I created a set of labels and codes which I assigned to sections 

and subsections of the transcripts with the web-based software dedoose . This code 

system served to organize my data and to give me quick access to specific subsets of 

parts of the interviews. I coded, read and re-read the interview transcripts in the field, 

and developed new questions, on which I based the next interviews. During this process 

I also communicated a lot with the tour guides, the museum educator, the students and 

the teachers. Some of them used this opportunity to voice their own thoughts about my 

interpretations, and sometimes they disagreed. Many thoughts were a product of 

discussions, which makes it impossible retrospectively to know exactly who introduced 

which idea. The process of data collection intertwined with data analysis, 

interpretation, and discussion thus created several feedback loops which formed the 

basis for the core categories according to which my core findings were produced. 

 

5. Summary of the chapters 

The following four chapters deal with different aspects of young German adults’ 

relationships with the Holocaust. As they were written for publication as articles in 

academic journals, they partly overlap, especially their methodology sections. Each of 

them is however a unique perspective on one aspect of how the tour guides and students 

I worked with in Cologne engaged with the German Nazi past, and how they deal with 

the challenges of these encounters. 

 

Chapter 2 is an analysis of the tour guides’ and students’ experiences of discomfort in 

encounters with the Holocaust, and an investigation of their coping strategies to 
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manage this discomfort, employing the concepts of narrative, historicity of experience, 

and strangeness.  

I analyze two types of encounters in chapter 2: encounters with the Holocaust through 

images of horror, violence, and crimes; and through narratives on Germanness and 

guilt. In these encounters, tour guides and students often perceived the Holocaust as a 

powerful and potentially dangerous entity that could overwhelm them, influence 

political debates and social interaction, and get out of control. This discomfort was 

mostly experienced in situations in which the young adults described the Holocaust as 

‘out of place’. I analyzed this notion by conceptualizing the Holocaust as a ‘strange 

matter’ that moves in a continuum between proximity and distance. This approach can 

tackle the notion of the Holocaust as out of place, and I argue that the Holocaust poses 

different challenges depending on its distance. Thinking of the Holocaust as a strange 

matter intertwines psychological and social effects, and connects these effects to 

encounters as movements between distance and proximity. 

This chapter ties in with other work on the uncanny qualities of the Holocaust 

mentioned above (Carrithers 2009; Macdonald 2006; Moses 2007; Olick and Levy 1997). 

But instead of remaining on a descriptive level, it unfolds the experience of uncanniness 

as a product of different types of encounters mediated by distance. The coping strategies 

discussed in this chapter as a reaction to encounters with the strange Holocaust 

resonate with work done on coping strategies concerning issues of trauma, and types 

of narratives in intergenerational memory transmission (Bar-On 2004; Giesen 2004; 

Rosenthal 2010; Welzer et al. 2002). But instead of focusing on the problematic notion 

of trauma, this chapter conceptualizes young Germans’ behavior as a reaction to the 

proximity of the strange and uncanny. 

 

Working with the concepts of memory practice and emotion ideologies, the third 

chapter dives deeper into the specifics of the educational settings in which I worked, 

and elucidates the role of emotions for the learning process. Emotions are regarded by 

tour guides, museum educator, teachers, and students as an important aspect of the 

success or failure of Holocaust education. They had complex ideas about the harm and 

benefit of emotions in the context of Holocaust education, which I conceptualized as 

‘emotion ideologies’. In this chapter, I focus on how the inherent contradictions in 

political and moral demands towards Holocaust education play out in students’ and 

educators’ views on emotions. 

 This chapter illustrates how discussions about expectations of success and 

failure of Holocaust education tend to reproduce simplified oppositions of emotion and 

rationality, which also appear in the literature, e.g. by Demke and Hamann (2012), and 

Mkayton (2011). It ties in with debates on emotion and expectations in Holocaust 
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education (Baum 1996; Demke and Hamann 2012; Heyl 2013; Mkayton 2011), by 

unfolding the situational experience of educators and students’ that is hidden behind 

the generalizing concept of ‘emotion’. Simultaneously, the material discussed in this 

chapter illustrates how the discourse of guilt continuously interferes with emotions and 

expectations in the education process, and resonates with the work by Assmann (2006), 

Moses (2007), and Proske (2012). It shows how specific emotions, such as feelings of 

guilt, stick to the topic Holocaust and pose continuous challenges. 

  

The fourth chapter turns to the phenomenon of agency attribution. Many of the young 

German adults experienced encounters with the Holocaust as uncomfortable and 

threatening in connection with guilt, which led them to attribute a human-like agency 

to the Holocaust. German politicians, public figures, and also the tour guides and 

students in Cologne frequently call the Holocaust a “Totschlag-Argument”, killer 

phrase, or a “Keule”, bludgeon. They perceived and related to the Holocaust as a 

powerful entity independent of human actors. In this chapter, I argue that attributing 

agency to the Holocaust leads to oversimplified narratives of social reality, and 

exemplifies a process of forgetting. 

This chapter ties in with the literature on the dynamics of Holocaust memory and social 

memory in general, particularly with a focus on social forgetting (Brockmeier 2002; 

Connerton 2008). The analysis of the mechanisms of agency attribution in the German 

memory discourse is also a critical reflection on the tendency of depicting the Holocaust 

as ambiguous and uncanny (Carrithers 2009; Knittel 2014; Moses 2007; Olick and Levy 

1997; Till 2005). Attributing it such powerful capabilities, I argue in chapter 4, obscures 

the complex interrelations of historical and political processes with human actors, and 

thus contributes to the forgetting of these intricate social dynamics. It also 

complements the literature on the discourse of German guilt (A. Assmann 2006; Moses 

2007; Proske 2012), by illustrating how closely guilt is associated with an agency of 

threat that is experienced as out of control. 

 

In chapter 5, I analyze the tour guides’ and students’ expressions of bodily discomfort 

as closely entangled with political discomfort against the backdrop of controversies and 

resistance concerning Holocaust memory culture. Talking about the difficult 

relationship to the Holocaust, the young adults often described the German past as an 

uncomfortable entity in the body – as a weight on their shoulders, or as a lump in the 

throat. In some situations, they experienced encounters with the German Nazi past as 

violent bodily attacks: like a slap in the face, like being beaten up, like a hammer or a 

bludgeon. In order to make sense of expressions of bodily discomfort, I will use a matrix 

that characterizes such statements as based on experience (the personal body) or 



27 

 

language (the social body) on one axis, and on the other axis as being caused through 

either a presence inside the body or an attack onto the body. Boundaries between bodily 

and political discomfort, and individual and social body, are blurred in these 

entanglements. Experiences and expressions of discomfort will be discussed as a 

reinforcement and a consequence of the connection between the self and the social 

body, and an opportunity to express political demands and criticism.  

This chapter ties in with work on the discourse of guilt, shame, and responsibility (A. 

Assmann 2006; Moses 2007; Proske 2012), by adding a dimension of sensorial, bodily 

experience to such notions. Considering encounters with the German Nazi past in 

bodily terms also ties in with literature on psychological implications (Bar-On 2004; 

Rosenthal 2010; Welzer et al. 2002), and on the challenges of contemporary Holocaust 

education (Demke and Hamann 2012; Heyl 2013; Kößler 2006; Meseth 2012), by 

throwing a different light on such encounters and conceptualizing them from the 

perspective and experience of the young German adults. The resistance and defensive 

behavior described by these scholars can be caused through discomfort with the topic. 

Chapter 5, in focusing on the body, sheds light on how discomfort in encounters with 

the Holocaust is mediated, experienced, and reflected upon through the body. 

These four chapters are an attempt to understand how young German adults experience 

their relationships with the Holocaust, and how they experience encounters with the 

German Nazi past in the various educational settings of their everyday life. Together, 

the chapters present a picture of high variability and diversity. Confronted with this 

variability, it is hard to make predictions about people’s reactions without being 

familiar with their individual life histories and their personal path of experiences with 

the German past. But even though the results of my research do not lead to predictions, 

they nevertheless elucidate a variety of different experiences and show how and why they 

are created, with particular regard to discomfort.  
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Chapter 2 

It was horrible, but we live now. The 

experience of young German adults in 

everyday encounters with the Holocaust1
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract  Based on an ethnographic field study in a museum and an evening high 

school in Cologne, this paper discusses experiences of young German adults in everyday 

encounters with the Holocaust, which are often accompanied by feelings of discomfort. 

Considering the Holocaust as an uncanny, strange matter contributes to understanding 

that distance and proximity are key factors in creating uncomfortable encounters. 

Distance from the Holocaust reduces discomfort, but where distance cannot be created, 

other strategies have to be put to work. This article underlines the significance of 

experience in an individual’s personal relation to the past for gaining an improved 

understanding of Holocaust memorial culture in Germany. 

Keywords  coping with the past, experience of history, German society, Holocaust 

legacy, Holocaust memory, young German adults 
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It is summer. I am sitting in a beer garden in a park in Cologne, under green 

trees, surrounded by city houses, with one of my main informants, a museum 

tour guide. The noise of playing kids and people enjoying an after-work beer 

dominate the cheerful atmosphere. She says, “I enjoy the work. I really like 

guiding tours. But just recently, it hit me again. I said casually to my friends, like, 

yeah, later I’ll have to go to the El-De-Haus.2 And suddenly I thought like, oh my 

God, all the people that probably said the exact same sentence once, and what 

has happened to them?” 

 

The heritage of the Holocaust in Germany today has been looked at from a variety of 

angles. Much research focuses on the dynamics and representations of Holocaust 

memorial culture. Particular emphasis has been put on public debates, political 

rhetoric, narrative, and identity discourse (Fulbrook 1999, 2011; Harjes 2005; LaCapra 

1996; Maier 1998; Meseth 2012; Moses 2007b; Olick 2007; Pickford 2005; Rothberg and 

Yildiz 2011; Young 2000); on commemoration and memorials (Knischewski and Spittler 

2005; Young 1992; Zimmermann 2007); on literature, the arts, and popular culture 

(Kligerman 2007; LaCapra 1998; Santner 1990; Wiedmer 1999); on cultural trauma and 

collective behavior (Giesen 2004; Mitscherlich and Mitscherlich 1967); and on racist 

continuities and transgenerational transmission (Linke 1999; Rosenthal 1997; Welzer 

et al. 2002). These studies have yielded important insights, but also created problems. 

Most notably, and here I agree with Carr (2009), they have established a gap between 

the past and the present, by favoring a focus on narrative over the consideration of 

individual experience. Oftentimes, the individual is depicted as being able to relate to 

the past, but only by turning away from the present (Carr 2009: 349). 

 Other research has tackled this issue by moving experience to the center of 

attention. Dekel (2009) has looked at people’s interaction with the Memorial for the 

Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin. The visitors’ experience of observing, taking 

photographs, and playing constitutes Dekel’s key category for analyzing how people 

renegotiate their relation to the past through the memorial. Till’s (2005) Berlin-based 

research emphasizes people’s experience of memory places. She claims ghosts are 

intentionally evoked in certain spaces: “Places of memory can create spaces for 

individuals to confront feelings of discomfort that accompany social hauntings” (Till 

2005: 151). This ghostly experience presents a key to understanding how humans shape 

their memory environment. Gryglewski’s (2013) and Proske’s (2012) studies take a 

closer look at students’ experiences in learning about the Holocaust at school, at 

                                                           
2  The El-De-Haus is the location of the museum and at the same time the former Gestapo headquarters where 

people were interviewed, forced to spy on their neighbours, imprisoned because others spied or informed on 

them, tortured, and executed during the 1930s and 1940s. 
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memorials and museums, and at the tension between narratives, social norms, and 

individual experience. Bar-On’s (1995, 1997, 2004) sociopsychological research 

investigates how young Germans and Israelis experience the entanglements of their 

national pasts and family histories, and Gampel (2000) has focused on how Holocaust 

child survivors experience encounters with remnants of past memories in the everyday 

as sudden encounters with the uncanny.  

 These authors contribute to establishing experience as a central analytical 

category for understanding the relationship between individuals and the past in the 

present. Focusing on experience establishes a historical subject that encounters “[e]ach 

object and event ... with its past attached” (Carr 2009: 352). I agree with Carr (2009: 

336, 337) that a focus on experience bridges the gap between past and present in 

pointing out the historicity of all human existence. Thus it becomes possible to look at 

relations of individuals with the past not only as engagement with narratives but as 

personal and potentially intimate encounters. This article intends to contribute to a 

better understanding of the significance of experience for a personal relation to the past. 

My research project explores how young adults in Germany experience encounters with 

the Holocaust in their daily lives by focusing on the experience of discomfort. Intensive 

public debates about the Holocaust and its memory shaped their upbringing. 

Understanding how they experience encounters with the Holocaust is a prerequisite for 

an improved understanding of Holocaust memorial culture, memory politics, opinion 

formation, and representations of the Holocaust in Germany. 

 Today’s young adults in Germany came of age during a period of recurrent 

debates over the legacy of the Holocaust in Germany. The historians’ debate in 1982/83 

occupied journalists, philosophers, and historians alike in discussing whether the 

Holocaust can or cannot be compared to other genocides (cf. Maier 1998). Helmut Kohl, 

the German chancellor between 1982 and 1998, did his best to improve Germany’s 

international reputation through a policy of “normalization” and to reestablish 

Germany as a “normal” state (Geyer 1996: 189ff.). The Memorial to the Murdered Jews 

of Europe has been the focal point of heated public debates since the suggestion to build 

it in 1988. Until its erection in Berlin in 2005, its necessity, its form, and its costs were 

a frequently discussed topic in the German media (Gay 2003; Knischewski and Spittler 

2005). 

 This article is based on a field study conducted between April and December 2013 

in Cologne. Data were collected in two educational contexts. The first case study was 

located at the Documentation Center for National Socialism3. There I accompanied 

eight tour guides during several months through the museum and through Cologne. I 

                                                           
3  Located in the El-De-Haus, funded by the city of Cologne, and supported by the public organization Friends of 

the El-De-Haus. See http://www.museenkoeln.de/ns-dok/. 
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interviewed them, participated in meetings, and engaged in conversations. The tour 

guides were university students or graduates, between twenty-five and thirty-two years 

of age. The second case study was located at two high schools for adult education in 

Cologne. I participated as unobtrusive observer in literature and history classes on 

National Socialism and the Holocaust, interviewed nine students, and engaged in many 

informal conversations. The students were between twenty-four and thirty years of age, 

one student was thirty-eight. Some came from the evening secondary school; many had 

jobs and wanted to improve their qualifications; others wanted to make a second 

attempt to graduate. About one-half of the students had immigrant backgrounds from 

Turkey, Tunisia, Iraq, Bosnia, and Poland. 

 The Holocaust appears in Germany in various shapes, at school, in the media, in 

politics, museums, books, and movies (Harjes 2005; Kattago 2001; Moses 2007a; 

Proske 2012). My research shows that frequently, the presence of the Holocaust 

provokes discomfort. The Holocaust is perceived as a powerful and strange matter that 

can affect political debates, social interaction, and emotions. The claim of this paper is 

that the charge of encounters with the Holocaust and the coping strategies employed to 

deal with them are elucidated by analyzing encounters with the Holocaust as a dynamic 

relation between distance and proximity, framing it in terms of Douglas’s pollution, 

Freud’s uncanny, and Ahmed’s strangeness (Ahmed 2000; Douglas 1966; Freud 1919).  

 First, I outline my theoretical understanding of experience, which is mainly 

based on David Carr, emphasize the historicity of experience, and discuss how it relates 

to narrative. Second, I explore the framework of pollution and strangeness by 

combining Freud’s concept of the uncanny, Mary Douglas’s theory of danger, power, 

and pollution, and Sara Ahmed’s concept of the stranger. Last, I offer a deeper analysis 

of the empirical data on encounters with the Holocaust and of the reactions and coping 

strategies they entail. 

 

Talking about the Holocaust 

Carr considers experience as made up of two intertwined types of experience: (1) lived 

experience as “impression” of the senses: direct, immediate, as in “this was an 

incredible experience!” and (2) life experience as an accumulation of knowledge, 

implying a relation to the past, as in “she has so much experience” (Carr 2009: 344).4 

Lived experiences are the fundamental elements that make up the life experience, 

similar to an always implicit knowledge like habits or habitus (Bourdieu 1990; Carr 

2009: 345; Hume 1977). Life experience renders lived experience intelligible in 

                                                           
4  Corresponding to the uses of experience by Locke, impressions by Hume, and Husserl’s and Dilthey’s Erlebnis 

(Dilthey 1979; Hume 1977; Husserl 1968; Locke 1979). 
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connecting the present to the past, enabling us to understand complex contexts. The 

two types of experience cannot be thought one without the other, as “[e]ach object and 

event ... comes to us with its past attached. Without this past it would not only be 

meaningless, it could not even be an item in our experience” (Carr 2009: 352). This 

clarifies the inherent historicity of human existence. Past and present are closely 

intertwined on the level of experience. Every encounter, every lived experience is 

historical. 

 The connection between the individual and society is further explicated by the 

notion of narrative. Narratives are generalized, often traditional stories that recount a 

similar, temporally sequenced composition of elements, containing cultural values and 

norms (Bruner 1991; Carr 1986; Ochs and Capps 1996; Ricoeur 1984). Narratives are an 

integral part of everyday life, and their connection to experience works in two directions 

(Carr 1986: 16). Narratives are a way to express individual experience and transport it to 

the social level where it can be communicated, but they can also structure experience 

into temporal sequence and plots (Ochs and Capps 1996: 26; Ricoeur 1984: 3). The 

relation between them accounts for the social and the historical dimension of both the 

story and the experience (Carr 1986: 5; Ochs and Capps 1996: 31). For this article it is 

important to consider the connection of narrative to normativity and cultural legitimacy 

(Bruner 1991: 15; Ochs and Capps 1996: 32f.). Socially dominant narratives favor 

specific interpretations and negate others (Ochs and Capps 1996: 32, 35). They offer 

(over)simplifying interpretations for a potentially confusing reality. Dominant 

narratives can be community-building but also lead to tension due to “irreconcilable 

discrepancies between the story one has inculcated and one’s encounters in the world” 

(Ochs and Capps 1996: 32). In such cases, counternarratives, which challenge the 

dominant narratives, can emerge (Ochs and Capps 1996: 35, 37). 

 Talking about the Holocaust, the research participants addressed a variety of 

different dimensions simultaneously. Listening to my research participants, it was 

evident that different levels of meaning of the Holocaust are closely intertwined. Olick 

(1999: 382) explains that “images of the past depend not only on the relationship 

between past and present but also on the accumulation of previous such relationships 

and their ongoing constitution and reconstitution”: they are path-dependent. Thus 

encounters with the Holocaust are always historical experiences for individuals, as they 

are built on many other experiences and encounters before them, which form an 

implicit part of every new encounter. Student Peter said about the role of the Holocaust 

for him: 

 

In secondary school I found it really annoying. We were drowned with it, always 

the same approach. But now, with more distance and life experience I find it 
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really interesting. I think that our generation is not connected with it as 

perpetrators, which is often said, that we are still guilty and have to pay. But I 

think it must not be forgotten. I am very much in favor of continuing to talk about 

it, media, TV, radio, politics. That we pay attention to certain regulations. Data 

protection and so on, that we don’t want to be wiretapped, because we have this 

past. 

 

Tour guide Deniz states: 

  

[t]he topic has always been there for me. My grandma told stories about the war 

and her childhood, but back then, I did not have the need to dig deeper. Now it’s 

a historical topic with which I’m involved, not only through my PhD.  

 

Peter and Deniz consistently talk about an “it,” which is not clearly defined, but seems 

to refer to a variety of different aspects connected to the Holocaust: family stories about 

the war, PhD research, annoyances at school, narratives about national guilt, 

recompensation payments, and so on. Lived experience and life experience cannot be 

told apart; different aspects, experiences, and narratives are mingled together into one 

multivocal complex and feature as “it.” This multidimensionality contributes to the 

Holocaust’s ambiguity and strange power, as we will see in the next section. 

 

Disorder, the uncanny, and strangeness 

The incomprehensible, the disorderly, and the ambiguous raise anxieties in people 

because they challenge the social order to which they are accustomed and patterns on 

which people rely. An anomalous event is a threat to the system, because it does not fit. 

It is “a residual category, rejected from our normal scheme of classifications” (Douglas 

1966: 36). Whatever is between the categories, or beyond the border of the known, is a 

source of both danger and power. The imagination of mixing categories of human and 

animal leads to horrible visions of monstrosity where categories of identity and 

difference get lost (Foucault 1989: 26). A human being that is deviant from the standard 

is stigmatized, a social outcast, excluded from normal social interaction (Goffman 

1963). 

 This notion of disorder focuses on society’s coping with ambiguity, but the 

ambiguous also causes fear in the individual’s psyche. The combination of familiarity 

and difference can be very unsettling, or, in Freud’s words, uncanny, that which “evokes 
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fear and dread” (Freud 2003: 123). Freud (2003: 148) describes the uncanny as “actually 

nothing new or strange, but something that was long familiar to the psyche and was 

estranged from it only by being repressed.” Royle (2003: 1) summarizes it as “a sense of 

homeliness uprooted, the revelation of something unhomely at the heart of hearth and 

home.” 

 The uncanny concerns the individual’s psyche, and the concept of disorder 

considers society as the element of analysis. The two overlap, as individual uncanny 

experiences can be guided by social norms, and what society condemns as disorder can 

be grounded in individual experience. Both concepts connect through the notion of 

strangeness/stranger, adding a dimension of negotiated distance. The stranger, in 

postcolonial theory, is described as the person who is to be kept at a distance because 

they are both uncanny and do not belong (Ahmed 2000). Strangers in a familiar 

environment are “not simply those who are not known ..., but those who are, in their 

very proximity, already recognised as not belonging, as being out of place” (Ahmed 

2000: 21); they have “already come too close” (Ahmed 2000: 22). Proximity to the 

strange is uncomfortable. Koefoed and Simonsen state that the strange(r) exists in an 

ambivalent continuum of “proximity and distance” (2012: 625), close and far, 

simultaneously inside and outside.  

 Let us assume that the strange(r) can not only be a person but also a matter—

that is, a memory, a word, a thought. It is instructive to consider the Holocaust as such 

a strange matter. A strange matter is something we know and recognize as out of place; 

it is experienced as uncanny in its combination of familiar and unfamiliar, and its 

appropriate distance to us is socially mediated. We do not want it to be associated with 

the place “where ‘we’ dwell” (Ahmed 2000: 22).  

 

Student Fatma and I meet at the evening school an hour before classes start. 

Fatma is interested in history, and she enjoys the lessons on World War II. She 

speaks freely to me about her thoughts and opinions throughout the interview. 

Toward the end, we get into a discussion about politics, about the European 

financial crisis, and Germany’s international relations. I ask Fatma what she 

thinks happens when the Holocaust is mentioned in political debates. She says: 

“It can easily get out of control. It’s a topic where you have to be careful, emotions 

can boil up, wrong things can be said. If the Holocaust comes up it becomes 

more difficult to find a solution. Everything becomes bloated and complicated.” 

I ask her if she finds that natural or rather exaggerated. She replies: “I don’t 

know. It depends. Why throw the Holocaust in, if the topic is something 

completely different?” 
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Consider a different example: 

 

In our last interview, tour guide Karina said she thinks the Holocaust should not 

be used in discussions where it does not belong. I want to find out more about 

her views, and I ask her what she means by that. She struggles to find the right 

words: “If you put something in continuity with the Holocaust, or you compare 

it, that’s not rational … The danger is that it becomes a provocation. That people 

refuse dealing with it. That it’s instrumentalized.” I try to dig deeper and ask: “So 

what happens if the Holocaust appears?” Karina replies: “All those identity 

issues are connected to that. Every time when it’s about the Holocaust, it’s like 

the most important topic for German society ... And I think it’s dangerous to 

bring it up in the wrong places.” 

 

Fatma and Karina criticize the presence of the Holocaust in certain contexts as out of 

place. If it appears in the wrong place, it is dangerous. What kind of danger is meant? 

Fatma and Karina both have answers to that. It can have unwanted impacts; it can 

become a provocation, boil up, and get out of control. It does not fit. While they criticize 

the action of “bringing it up,” the danger seems to lie in triggering a chain reaction that 

transcends the control of the one who brought it up. It confuses the structure of the 

world, or of a given context, and poses a disturbance to one’s sense of order. The 

existence of the Holocaust as a strange matter is conceived as unproblematic as long as 

it is far away. But like the stranger, its proximity is problematic. It is, as Fatma and 

Karina phrase it, “thrown in” or “in the wrong places.” It does not remain where it 

supposedly belongs. It moves in an ambivalent continuum of “proximity and distance.” 

Every once in a while, it does approximate, and it does not stay in its place: this is why it 

is known and feared. 

 

Encounters with the Holocaust 

In this section, we will look at the different kinds of encounters with the Holocaust as a 

strange matter, divided into (1) encounters with horrors, violence, and crimes 

committed during the Holocaust, and (2) encounters with narratives on German-ness 

and guilt. In reality, both of these aspects are often closely intertwined, as could be seen 

in Peter’s statement above. People’s reactions to these encounters are diverse and not 

triggered only by what is explicit. Thus Proske (2012) observed how students in the 

classroom reacted to narratives of German guilt, even if no one mentioned them. But 

the horrors of the Holocaust and narratives of German-ness can also become 

distinguishable in encounters and move a bit farther apart. The more these contexts are 
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separated, the more the reactions are distinct. Eventually, the distinction remains 

analytical. In this article, its purpose is to structure my observations and present my 

findings in an understandable manner. 

 

Encounters with horrors, violence, and crimes  

Encounters with the terrible crimes committed during Nazi rule and the Holocaust are 

often facilitated through visual representations of history, such as Holocaust movies, 

documentaries, or photographs. Horror, sadness, sympathy, and anger describe the 

research participants’ experience of these encounters. Even though these situations 

might be highly mediated, such as in movies or memorials, they are nevertheless 

experienced as direct and intimate and often make deep and lasting impressions. 

Student Sandra’s recapitulation of a childhood visit to a concentration camp is a typical 

example of this: 

 

When I was younger, around eleven years old, I visited a concentration camp. I 

don’t remember where. But that moved me incredibly. There were piled up 

towers of shoes and stuff, horrible. And the spaces, if you saw that, so many 

people sat in these tiny spaces. It moved me a lot. This day, I was quieter than 

usual. Usually I’m such a chatterbox, so my dad said, now what’s that all about. 

The day after I was alright again. I didn’t forget it though, not until today. That 

very day, it really knocked me out. That was really something. 

 

The strange Holocaust is so different from the everyday, that even eleven-year-old 

chatterbox Sandra turns silent and is not her usual self. This encounter was of such a 

different kind that Sandra today still remembers the strong impact of the situation. 

 In their workplace, the tour guides are surrounded by an environment likely to 

invoke these kinds of experiences. Unsurprisingly, maybe, they are not deeply and 

emotionally moved on a daily basis. Confrontations with Holocaust representations in 

their daily work require the tour guides to manage the impact of the Holocaust on them. 

On a different level of frequency, encounters at school or in the media demand the same 

from the students. If they know what to expect, tour guides and students know how to 

deal with these situations. But when the distance to the Holocaust shrinks suddenly and 

drastically, if a close encounter happens surprisingly, or if a situation is created that one 

cannot escape—in short, when there is no way to evade the power of the Holocaust—

tour guides and students experience strong discomfort. 
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Discomfort and coping strategies: Attempts to create distance 

Both students and tour guides managed these powerful encounters with a set of coping 

strategies. Coping strategies, the “cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific 

external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing” (Lazarus and Folkman 

1984: 141), are mainly cognitive and passive in encounters with the horrors of the 

Holocaust. The research participants expressed their coping strategies as “creating 

distance.” This distance creation is a combination of emotion-focused and problem-

focused efforts (cf. Folkman and Moskowitz 2004). It is a two-pronged strategy aimed 

at regulating emotions and cognitively trying to tackle the problem. 

 The tour guides need reliable coping strategies, as their work confronts them 

with the Holocaust daily, while the students encounter such situations less regularly. 

“Distance” can describe different cognitive strategies: establishing a boundary between 

history in the museum/school and family history, spatial boundaries for defining a place 

as professional (museum) or not associated with the Holocaust (outside the classroom), 

and emphasizing boundaries between past and present, thus creating different kinds of 

spaces distant from intense, uncomfortable confrontations. The coping strategies 

explored here are not foolproof. They managed to reduce the impact of the Holocaust 

partly, but not conclusively.  

Tour guide Nele reported her reactions to a story in the museum: 

 

I try to separate work better from my family history. If I bring both together and 

think about where all my relatives were, then it’s too much for me. The story of 

Marinette in the basement moved me a lot.5 Some time ago, I would then have 

tried directly to build connections to my own family history. 

 

Separation, the creation of distance between work and family, is described by Nele as 

helpful. The opposite, a lack of distance when the two are brought together, creates 

discomfort for Nele. This discomfort remains vague, described as “too much.” Mixing 

the strange matter Holocaust with her own family history presents for Nele something 

dangerous, with unbearable consequences which she intends to avoid. Many tour 

guides cope similarly. Sometimes, however, they get caught off guard: 

 

                                                           
5  The inscriptions of the French prisoner Marinette, a young mother, are shown in the basement of the 

exhibition. She wrote about how she was imprisoned and how painful it was for her being separated from her 

baby. 
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I know this, when I’m guiding a tour. That I almost start crying during the tour 

when I say something I said a hundred times, because it moves me … I’ve 

experienced that, that it just comes over me in unexpected situations, and then I 

need strength to control myself, in order to suppress it (Martin, tour guide). 

 

Note how Martin describes this encounter: “it” comes over him. The Holocaust is not 

clearly named; it remains vague what exactly comes over him. But clearly, something 

comes too close too quickly and causes him to lose control. Being overwhelmed 

emotionally is not deemed professional for tour guides and is thus highly 

uncomfortable.  

 Watching a documentary in class about the persecution of the Jews in Cologne 

was an unsettling experience for most students of the evening school. Even so, they 

found it mostly easy to cope. 

 

I had to think about it the whole evening. Not during the next day, because the 

job distracted me … When you leave the classroom, I can switch it off, err ... 

distance myself from it. Sure, it’s terrible, of course, but then I can deal with it 

(Sandra, student). 

 

Also Sandra mentioned “it” in a vague way that can refer to the movie, the Holocaust, 

and to feelings of discomfort. “It” is something she thinks about, that somehow 

removes her from the everyday. But when the everyday, her job, catches up, “it” moves 

into the background. The classroom’s perimeter represents a cognitive border for 

Sandra, where creating distance and “switching ‘it’ off” are conjoined. 

 The students Emre and Natalya experienced the history of the Holocaust as 

connected to their own biographies, which made encounters with its powers difficult. 

Emre said: “I experience a deep sadness, and the more information I get, the more this 

sadness grows, and the more I have to think about this poem of Paul Celan.”6 His 

discomfort during history lessons was high, and it was hard for him to cope. According 

to Mario, who was sitting next to Emre in class, Emre should get some distance and not 

let these things get to him. Apparently, the closeness that Emre experienced to the 

Holocaust as a strange matter seemed unhealthy to Mario, disturbing Emre’s 

functioning in daily life. Natalya, another student with immigrant background, told me: 

“I don’t dare to really delve into the topic (…), I think this would hit me too hard. Even 

                                                           
6  He refers to the poem “Todesfuge” written in 1944/45 by Paul Celan. 
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though it also moves me now. I always connect these things to our country’s history. 

That’s why I feel very connected to it.” Delving into the topic would mean to immerse 

yourself in it, give up all distance. Natalya is afraid of this, because she feels the strong 

impact of “it” through the personal connection she draws. She does not spell out what 

exactly is going to happen when the Holocaust comes too close, but it is clear that she 

fears it. When connections to one’s personal life are drawn, the distance to the 

Holocaust shrinks, its power can unfold its full impact, and levels of discomfort rise. 

 

Encounters with narratives on German-ness and guilt 

In encounters with the Holocaust, narratives concerning German-ness and guilt can be 

more or less prevalent. They were frequently perceived as highly uncomfortable by the 

research participants, as moral messages so powerful and often irritating that they can 

also be understood as an aspect of the Holocaust as a strange matter. 

 

Adrian and I are sitting in a small room in the big ugly building of the evening 

high school in Cologne. Adrian is warming up. Also in class he is never one to 

hold back. I ask him: “Which role did the Holocaust play for you during your 

life?” He thinks about it a bit and replies:  

 

As a kid it was less important. At school, it was blown up pretty big. In 

middle school it annoyed the crap out of me after two years. They forced 

it on us, that was really annoying. Sure, it’s an important part of German 

history, you have to know it. But they talked us into this war guilt, I didn’t 

like that. ‘Cause I don’t have anything to do with it, I didn’t do anything, 

and what my ancestors did I can’t change. So yeah, that’s how it often felt. 

 

Being brought into connection with German war guilt is uncomfortable for Adrian and 

made him weary of the Holocaust. It created tension with his everyday reality, in which 

he has not done anything wrong. This discomfort becomes for him an attribute of the 

Holocaust and the first thing he mentioned when asked about the role of the Holocaust 

in his life. Shrinking distance creates more discomfort for him: the more it was “forced” 

on him, the more he became annoyed. 

 

Discomfort and coping: Resistance and resilience 
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In confrontations with Holocaust narratives based on German-ness, attributes of 

“German guilt” can turn into a stigma, a “deeply discrediting” (Goffman 1963: 3, 5) 

“undesired differentness.” Discomfort is experienced in a typical way for encounters 

with the Holocaust as a strange matter: when one cannot escape these encounters, when 

personal control over the situation is low, and distance cannot be created. This 

discomfort is often described only vaguely and in general terms, as strong, irritating, 

interfering with situations of daily life, and hard to ignore. The student Fatma described 

the feeling of discomfort facing the Holocaust: “I am not a native-born German. But 

sometimes I try to put myself in the body of a German … They are always confronted 

with it! You automatically feel uncomfortable!” 

 These narratives entail expectations toward Germans to feel or express guilt, 

shame, sadness, or consternation. In such situations, research participants feel 

overwhelmed and manipulated emotionally. Tour guide Thomas quoted an 

acquaintance who said that “generally all Germans still have this responsibility or 

guilt.” He criticized this statement because he does not want to be associated with war 

guilt. Student Sandra told me that in the intercultural setting at school, she is careful 

what to say “about foreigners and other cultures ..., because you quickly get strange 

looks.” In her experience, she, as a German, has to prove herself not racist. While 

almost no one was actually told that they are personally guilty for the German past, 

many people assume this happens or is intended (cf. Proske 2012), due to the path-

dependency of former encounters. Tour guides report that they frequently meet teachers 

who try frantically to make their pupils feel something, making this the only condition 

for a successful lesson about the Holocaust. History lessons, school excursions to 

memorials, movies watched in class—all these can be accompanied by the 

uncomfortable experience of being emotionally manipulated in situations that one 

cannot escape. Similarly to other studies (Riessman 2000: 122), my research found that 

participants actively fought stigmatizing normative narratives or tried to establish a 

resilient self. Strategies of resistance entail anger and rejection, delegitimization, and 

demands placed on others. Resilience strategies include modifying one’s national 

identification, creating alternative narratives, historical integration, and inspiration. 

 

Resistance 

Strategies of resistance actively counter normative Holocaust narratives. While they 

often remain cognitive as “resistant thinking” (Riessman 2000: 123), strategies can 

become behavioral once thoughts are voiced. Frequently, normative narratives trigger 

anger and rejection. Student Laura stated that most Germans “don’t want to be 

patronized any more” by other countries. Anger is directed against the alleged source 

of discomfort—that is, the Holocaust itself, the media, politicians and foreign countries 
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(especially Israel and the United States), and a supposed “silent majority.” 

Uncomfortable narratives concerning one’s German-ness are also resisted by 

delegitimizing them. Thus research participants declared that being called a Nazi by 

someone was stupid, and using the Holocaust in debates due to people running out of 

real arguments and being called anti-Semitic when criticizing Israel were illegitimate. 

Making demands on others is a strategy to fight stigmatizing narratives. Regularly 

expressed are demands to keep the Holocaust limited to certain contexts. Karina, a tour 

guide, referred to the circumcision debate in Germany in 2012: “I thought it was 

unfortunate that the debate was, again, associated with the Holocaust … It doesn’t, or 

shouldn’t play a role here.” Student Laura noted, “[p]eople have to get it out of their 

heads.” These demands both imply creating distance: in one case the Holocaust should 

not appear in conjunction with a certain debate, and Laura’s demand to “get it out of 

their heads” implies that the Holocaust is inappropriately close and should instead be 

farther away. 

 

Creating resilience toward the strange matter 

As opposed to resistance strategies, which actively counter narratives that evoke 

discomfort, other strategies are aimed at establishing a resilient self. Resilience has 

been described as the ability to “maintain a stable equilibrium” (Bonanno 2004: 20) and 

as “functioning effectively at or near normal levels” (Bonanno 2005: 136). These 

strategies focus on the self and oppose the power of the strange matter by deflecting it, 

“refusing to yield to [its] penetration” (Thoits 2011: 11). 

 One strategy of deflection is adapting one’s national identification. Thus tour 

guide Martin chose to diminish his national identification: “I mean I did experience 

stuff, like, you are somewhere and then being German is associated with all kinds of 

ascriptions. But that doesn’t touch me. Because I don’t feel like a part of this German 

collective.” Not identifying as German, he is not “touched,” not affected by the 

proximity of the strange matter and the uncomfortable narratives associated with it. 

Another modification is increased national identification. Emphasizing positive aspects 

of German-ness and national history can become a vehicle of strength. Sandra said that 

“Germany is leading in all fields, I guess, when it’s about guidelines, financial or stuff, 

because we just have a good standing. So why not also in other areas?” Identifying with 

positive national traits such as economic power increases resilience. 

 Uncomfortable narratives can be replaced by creating alternative, less 

stigmatizing narratives one can adhere to. The focus on memory generations is one 

such frequent narrative, which has been described by Proske (2012). Statements like “I 

wasn’t there, I can’t change it” limit war guilt to past generations of Germans who lived 

under Nazi rule. Another frequent narrative is victimization, a pattern which has also 
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been documented by other researchers (Olick 1999: 386–388; Welzer et al. 2002: 87ff.). 

In Welzer et al’s (2002: 82) study, younger generations are shown to emphasize the 

hardships of their grandparents, even in cases where they were rather followers or 

perpetrators. My research participants went farther in focusing on their own distress, 

presenting themselves as victims, such as student Sandra, who said that “it’s a pity that 

we still have to struggle with this all the time.” In universalizing narratives the specifics 

of the Holocaust are neglected in favor of universal, abstract messages, such as “the 

Holocaust is a human tragedy.” The pattern of attributing causes of the Holocaust to 

human nature was already observed in the 1950s by Hannah Arendt (1986: 26f.) on her 

postwar visit to Germany, and by Welzer and Lenz’s (2007: 32) recent European study 

on war memory. I observed even more alternative narratives, such as relativization 

(“each nation has committed crimes”), disconnecting the Holocaust from the national 

(“Anti-Semitism was a global phenomenon”), and conspiracy theories (“the media and 

politics keep the topic alive for their own interests”). 

 Integrating uncomfortable narratives into a historical context relieves stress and 

contributes to a resilient self. Tour guide Tina explained how she dealt with an 

uncomfortable incident on a school trip. An old Englishman told her class that he would 

shoot them all if he had a weapon. She says about this: 

  

I find it stupid, but I can understand it … I don’t know what this man experienced 

... Maybe he was there when they freed a concentration camp. Of course he was 

being unfair to us, but I don’t know how I would have reacted had I seen what he 

maybe saw.  

 

While Tina obviously did not like his behavior, she integrated it in a historical context. 

She still did not appreciate it, but she could deal with it.  

 Turning the stigma around and using it as a source of inspiration can increase 

resilience. Emre emphasizes the historical significance of the Holocaust and its 

inspirational role for him: “For me, the Holocaust is a mirror for humanity, a reference 

point, with which you can measure everything.” He is not surprised that the topic is still 

relevant and does not feel threatened by its associated narratives about German-ness. 

 Strategies of resistance and resilience do not lead to ultimate resolutions of 

uncomfortable engagements with normative Holocaust narratives. These situations 

happen time and again, and the success of these strategies is limited. They do provide 

the research participants with tools to reduce discomfort but offer no conclusive 

solutions. 
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Coping with the strange matter 

The respective coping strategies can be understood better in the light of considering the 

Holocaust as an uncanny and strange matter. A strange matter is known and recognized 

as out of place; it is perceived as uncanny in its combination of familiar and unfamiliar 

traits, and its appropriate distance is socially mediated. It unites psychological and 

social dimensions. The closer it gets, the more it is perceived as a threat, and the more 

discomfort it provokes. In some situations, when visiting a museum or watching a 

movie, one can control the distance to the strange matter. It is possible to avoid these 

situations, leave them, or create emotional and cognitive distance. Creating distance is 

thus one of the first coping strategies employed by the research participants. In other 

situations distance cannot be created, as individual control over the situation is limited. 

If, under external influence (as may be the case in the classroom or the museum), a 

person cannot avoid close proximity to the strange matter, resistance or resilience 

strategies are the likely choice.  

The kind of threat the Holocaust poses when approximating can differ. There is 

a difference between “it would hit me too hard, I can’t deal with it,” and “I find this 

inappropriate and annoying.” While those are typical reactions when confronted with 

the horrors of the Holocaust, as opposed to moral claims about German-ness, both of 

these are closely intertwined and entangled with the strange matter Holocaust. When I 

asked student Laura if the Holocaust is an emotional topic for her, she said: “I find it 

terrible, but with time you get numb towards it. The first time maybe it was like that, but 

the more you are confronted with the topic, and the more it is used in politics in order 

to legitimize something, the more numb you become.” For Laura, as for many other 

people with whom I engaged in my research, the horrors of the Holocaust, and the 

narratives surrounding it that are connected to German-ness and to political 

implications become closely entangled into one multivocal, uncanny, and powerful 

complex. 

 

Conclusion 

In this article I have argued that the young German adults I engaged with in my research 

shared the experience of the Holocaust as a strange matter that can cause discomfort. 

This has been explained with a perspective on the Holocaust as a strange matter that 

poses a threat depending on its distance, combining the concepts of Freud’s uncanny, 

Douglas’s disorder, and Ahmed’s strangeness. Research results showed that 

encounters with the Holocaust can be overwhelming, creating a need for protection. 

Tour guides and students responded by creating distance through various cognitive 
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coping strategies. The power of the Holocaust in narratives concerning German-ness 

can turn into a stigma of German guilt and create discomfort. Coping strategies aim at 

actively resisting narratives or at establishing a resilient self. 

 My research has tried to show that contemporary experience is a key category in 

understanding an individual’s relationship to the past. We have seen that in depicting 

encounters with the past in terms of path-dependent intertwinements of experience and 

narrative, it is not necessary to “turn away from the present” (Carr 2009: 349), as past 

and present are closely intertwined in the human experience. Future research on 

Holocaust memory should take the experience of discomfort in encountering the 

Holocaust into account and foster the development of a Holocaust education that does 

not intentionally introduce discomfort into experiences with the Holocaust. 
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Chapter 3 

“Who Wants to Be Sad Over and Over Again?” 

Emotion Ideologies in Contemporary German 

Education about the Holocaust7 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract  Based on an ethnographic field study in Cologne, this article discusses the 

connection between memory practices and emotion ideologies in Holocaust education, 

using Sara Ahmed’s concept of affective economies. Moral goals, political demands, 

and educators' care for their students lead to tensions in the education process. Two 

case studies illustrate how educators and learners express different, often contradictory 

concepts of emotion. In these studies, emotions are selectively opposed to rationality. 

In some contexts, emotions are considered inferior to facts and obstacles to the learning 

process; in others, they are superior to facts because they can communicate moral 

messages reliably. 

Keywords  emotion, Germany, Holocaust education, Holocaust memorial culture, 

memory, practice 
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Introduction 

After history class, some students stand together in the schoolyard, smoking and 

discussing the horrors of the Third Reich. Samira8 talks about a particularly 

shocking video about Nazi medical experiments which she saw recently. 

Everyone listens, fascinated. A few weeks later, she discusses it in a private 

interview. “Well, just for your own interest, you know, you do some research in 

libraries or on the internet. You want to know how it really was, what happened.” 

I ask if this is emotional for her. “Of course,” she says, appalled. “You are 

shocked, what people are capable of doing.”  

  

While being shocked, moved, or fascinated can, as in Samira's case, facilitate lasting 

learning experiences about the history of the Holocaust, being pressured to have 

specific emotions can lead to resistance and anger. Holocaust education is frequently 

tied to moral goals and expected to create democratic citizens (Kößler 2006: 173f.; 

Meseth 2012: 19f.). Preserving the memory of the Holocaust is a central pillar of the 

German government. But educators in Germany increasingly have problems reaching 

young people with moral messages, and more often than not these messages are angrily 

rejected by the learners (Heyl 2013; Kößler 2006: 184; Meseth 2012: 28). 

Against the backdrop of these political expectations, this article will look at 

everyday concerns in Holocaust education memory practices. It is based on 

ethnographic field work in Cologne in 2013, conducted in a museum of National 

Socialism and in an evening high school. The article picks up on one particular theme 

discussed by teachers, students, a museum educator, and museum tour guides with 

whom I engaged in my research. They attributed great significance to emotion for 

Holocaust education to succeed or fail in terms of political demands. Educators and 

students had elaborate ideas about what emotions are and what they can and should do. 

Their theories about emotions informed their views on the education process and the 

memory practices in which they participated. In this article, I will analyze this in terms 

of what I call “emotion ideologies,” examine what emotions are expected to do for the 

different participants, and unfold how the inherent contradictions in Holocaust 

education are navigated. 

 

The Historicity of Emotion 

In Holocaust education at schools and in museums, memory, practice, and emotion are 

closely intertwined. Some researchers discuss history as rational, institutionalized, 

                                                           
8 All the names of individuals with whom I engaged in my field research in Cologne have been changed. 
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written knowledge, as opposed to memory, which is believed to be organic, alive, and 

communicated mostly orally (Assmann 2007; Halbwachs 1967; Nora 1989). Recent 

research has tried to overcome this dichotomy by analyzing narratives of the past as 

cross-cutting these supposedly separated domains, analyzing how they shape each 

other (Ankersmit 2010; Klein 2000; White 1987). Other approaches, with which I align 

myself, focus on practice (Bourdieu 1990; Connerton 1989; Foucault 1980; Olick and 

Robbins 1998). In practice, the separation between history and memory is not 

necessary. A focus on practice analyzes how knowledge of the past is used and 

produced. Thus, it not only connects the two domains, but it renders the distinction 

superfluous. Participating in historical research, teaching the Holocaust at school, or 

visiting a museum of National Socialism are all memory practices. In these practices, 

which are shaped by the past, people engage with and reshape the past. I consider this 

approach useful in the context of my ethnographic fieldwork in a school and in a 

museum: in both settings, formal and informal sources of knowledge are intertwined 

in a multitude of daily activities. Instead of trying to separate what is intricately 

intertwined, a focus on memory practice concentrates on the dynamic processes 

happening in such diverse settings. 

 Like memory, emotion is simultaneously intrapersonal and interpersonal (Beatty 

2014; Reddy 1999). Scientists agree that emotions are closely intertwined with many 

psychological, physiological, and social processes (Ahmed 2004; Barrett et al. 2007; 

Jaggar 1989). Research has focused on the roots of emotions in the body (Damasio 

1999), on their function as value judgments (Frijda 1999), their historicity and close 

relation to memory and prior knowledge (Barrett et al. 2007; Scheer 2012), and their 

role in reproducing social hierarchies (Ahmed 2004; Jaggar 1989). I consider emotions 

as unified experiences which draw on “sensory information from the world, 

somatovisceral information from the body, and prior knowledge about objects and 

situations” (Barrett et al. 2007: 386). In order to emphasize the unified emotion 

experience, Ahmed's take is instructive. She thinks of an emotion experience as an 

impression created through contact with objects or persons, as “affect of one surface 

upon another, an affect that leaves its mark or trace” (Ahmed 2004: 6). This also implies 

that emotions can be circulated between and among persons, such as through memory 

practices. 

 Emotion experiences are influenced by past experiences. Conversely, memory 

practices often employ socially mediated emotions, especially in the context of the 

Holocaust (Ahr 2008; Baum 1996; Kidron 2009), but also concerning other difficult 

pasts (Allen and Brown 2011). With this take, I consider Holocaust education in schools 

and museums as memory practices which are entangled with emotion experiences. 
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Researching Holocaust Education in Cologne 

The data informing this article was collected in two educational contexts in Cologne, 

first, at the Documentation Center for National Socialism9, where I worked with the 

museum educator and the tour guides. The museum educator was responsible for 

designing exhibitions and training the tour guides. The guides were students and 

university graduates between twenty-five and thirty-two years of age. I accompanied 

eight tour guides through the museum over five months. Interviews, participation in 

workshops and team meetings, and informal conversations are the core of the collected 

data. Two high schools for adult education in Cologne formed the second context of my 

field research. I participated as an unobtrusive observer in classes on National Socialism 

and the Holocaust: irregularly in German literature classes (in five lessons of three 

different groups), and intensively for three months in a history course (three meetings 

per week, five hours of weekly classes). I interviewed nine students and their teacher, 

and engaged in many informal conversations. The collected data consists of interview 

transcripts and field notes from observations and informal conversations.  

The histories class consisted of between ten and twelve students whose ages 

ranged between twenty-four and thirty years, although there was one student aged 

thirty-eight. Their backgrounds were diverse: some came from the evening secondary 

school, many worked and wanted to improve their qualifications, while others had 

dropped out of school earlier and had decided now to graduate. About one half of the 

members of the class had immigrant backgrounds from Iraq, Bosnia, Turkey, Tunisia, 

and Poland. Since I am German and was born in 1984, I am of the same age group as 

the tour guides and students and could conduct the interviews in my native language, 

German. This shared background facilitated mutual understanding. 

 

Holocaust Education from Top to Bottom 

The Holocaust has been called the civil religion of the Western world (Jeismann 2000: 

45) with recourse to the Stockholm Declaration of 1998, and is said to provide a central 

moral principle for guiding political action, commemoration of the past, and educating 

democratic citizens. The foundation of what is now called the International Holocaust 

Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), previously the International Task Force for 

International Cooperation on Holocaust Education, Remembrance, and Research) 

bears witness to the commitment of its current thirty-one western member states which 

are expected to “demonstrate clear public policy commitment to Holocaust education 

at a senior political level” (IHRA 2015b) in order to “learn from the dark lessons of the 

                                                           
9 Located in the El-De-Haus, funded by the city of Cologne and supported by the public organization “Friends of 

the El-De-Haus,” accessed 26 November 2015, http://www.museenkoeln.de/ns-dokumentationszentrum/. 
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past, so that we can ensure that similar horrors are never again repeated… ” (IHRA 

2015a). 

 Taking responsibility for the Nazi crimes is central to contemporary Germany. 

The German government, a member of IHRA, engages in accounting for the Nazi 

crimes on many levels (Proske 2012: 40). Legally, in supporting the prosecution of Nazi 

perpetrators through a particular state office (dpa 2014), and politically, in creating a 

special solidarity with Israel (Auswärtiges Amt 2013) and fostering positive relations to 

former victim groups (Hamburger Abendblatt 2012). Financially, the German 

government indemnifies Holocaust victims and supports commemorative and 

educational projects and institutions (Auswärtiges Amt 2013). 

 In West Germany, education about the Holocaust and National Socialism was a 

significant aspect of postwar nation building and democratization (Kößler 2006: 173; 

Meseth 2012: 18f.). Debates about educational approaches were established in West 

Germany by the late 1980s, and renegotiated after reunification in 1989 (Meseth 2012: 

22). Today, the topic has a central place in school curricula, both in Germany and 

internationally, and is dealt with in history, religion, ethics, and literature classes 

(Andrews, Gray, and Maws 2013: 122; Kößler 2006: 175). Frequently, learning about the 

German past and the Nazi crimes is associated with moral pedagogical goals (Epstein 

2013: 103-105; Meseth 2012: 19f.). Referring to Adorno's (1971) radio lecture, 

“Education after Auschwitz,” many Germans, and particularly educators and 

politicians, assume that knowledge about the Holocaust immunizes youth against 

antisemitism and right wing ideologies (Meseth 2012: 20f.), even though studies 

regularly disprove this expectation (Kößler 2006: 174, 184). Current international 

debates revolve around how to best teach young people about the German past given 

the growing temporal distance from the historical events, and at what age to teach about 

the topic in order to avoid psychological harm. German debates, in particular, discuss 

the increasing multiculturalism in German society (Georgi 2003; Schweber 2008). 

Educators in Germany frequently encounter problems. Young people resist or reject 

Holocaust education because they perceive it as strongly associated with moral 

messages, notions of collective German guilt, and political correctness (Heyl 2013; 

Kößler 2006: 184; Meseth 2012: 28). 

 

Educational Concerns in Cologne 

During my fieldwork, I noted that conflicting demands toward Holocaust education 

were clearly visible. Peter, born in the 1950s and a history teacher at the evening high 

school in Cologne, summarized the tension inherent in Holocaust education as a reply 

to a question about how he experiences teaching the Holocaust. 
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Difficult. Difficult. Because I think [pauses] ... you have to try, on the one hand, 

to stay rational and keep to the facts. On the other hand you can't only deal with 

it on the level of facts, because it is an emotional topic. But you can't make it too 

emotional and moral, because that creates resistance. And finding a balance in 

that, making it clear that it is still a historical responsibility for people who are 

twenty or thirty years of age today, without swinging the hammer of morality 

(nicht den moralischen Hammer zu schwingen), I find that difficult.10 

 

Nevertheless, he enjoyed engaging in lively discussions with his students. Historical 

responsibility, his educational objective, resonates not only with his role as a teacher at 

a state school, but also with his personal convictions. His difficulties in reconciling 

moral goals with the students’ needs also divides Holocaust scholars and educators 

internationally. Even though the main concern is usually with younger children, Peter’s 

worries, interestingly, do not differ much from theirs. Thus, Epstein (2013: 102) weighs 

responsibility towards victims against the responsibility towards young people to 

protect them from psychological harm. Others criticize this opposition, define 

educational goals differently, or argue to protect, specifically, children of younger age 

groups, like those at primary school (Andrews, Gray, and Maws 2013: 121, 132; 

Schweber 2008: 2105). 

 The museum educator at the National Socialism Documentation Center (NS-

DOK), who belongs to the same generation as Peter, found herself in a similar situation. 

She called her job a “balancing act” (Gratwanderung). She negotiated the needs and 

demands of teachers, pupils, and her employer’s political expectations. She said it is her 

job “to convey something” ([et]was rüber[zu]bringen). Her colloquial German 

formulation implies that a real difference has to be made. Sometimes she had to manage 

conflicting demands of teachers and students. Teachers often expect the museum to 

“convey consternation” (so eine Betroffenheit vermitteln). But she saw it as her calling 

to convey to the young visitors an analytical approach, without “whipping up 

emotions.”  Also, for her, emotions were an ambivalent educational concern. 

 

 

Emotion Ideologies 

In Holocaust education, emotions are frequently discussed and evaluated in opposition 

                                                           
10 All quotes from the field have been translated from German by the author. 
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to fact-based, rational approaches (Baum 1996; Demke and Hamann 2012; Heyl 2013; 

Mkayton 2011). This opposition between emotion and reason has a tradition in the 

sciences (Jaggar 1989: 151), but cannot be upheld, as research from various disciplines 

shows (Ahmed 2004; Beatty 2014; Dolan 2002; Jaggar 1989). Nevertheless, Mkayton 

(2011: 31) opposes emotional and cognitive empathy in Holocaust education, criticizing 

the former and favoring the latter, while Demke and Hamann (2012: 6) ask how much 

emotion is necessary for sustainable historical learning. The same opposition between 

emotions and rationality was also part of the educators’ and students’ emotion 

ideologies with which I engaged in my field research. Inconsistencies, contradictions, 

and context-dependent switching of evaluations showed, however, that this opposition 

needs to be revisited. 

In this article, I analyze how participants in Holocaust education talk about 

emotions, what emotions do for them, and which emotion ideologies they (co-)create. 

Emotion ideologies are a way to think about culturally constructed and normatively 

prescribed ways of expressing and experiencing emotions in certain contexts, and of 

evaluations, norms, and beliefs concerning those emotions (Hochschild 1979; Turner 

and Stets 2006). Examples for this are the negative connotation of feelings of 

vulnerability among American soldiers (MacLeish 2012), the Alevi ritual weeping in 

Turkey (Tambar 2011), or views about emotion and reason as necessity or impediment 

in Holocaust education.  

 Building on Ahmed's (2004: 8, 46) notion of “affective economies,” I consider 

the Holocaust to be a topic with strong affective qualities—qualities that are intertwined 

with emotion ideologies. Ahmed discusses how objects of emotion are circulated 

between and among people and groups, and “become sticky, or saturated with affect” 

(Ahmed 2004: 11). At such sticky sites, emotions accumulate “as a form of affective 

value” (Ahmed 2004: 11), which is misconceived as being inherent to them. Since the 

topic of Holocaust and National Socialism is circulated through memory practices in 

schools and museums, dominant emotions, like sadness and guilt, become attached to 

it, as do socially appropriate emotions, or what Baum (1996: 47f.) calls “obligatory 

emotions”. Such dominant emotions pose challenges for educators and learners that 

need to be navigated. The emotion ideologies of learners and educators in Cologne 

reflected their familiarity with this quality of the sticky, charged Holocaust, their 

struggles, and their acquired expertise in dealing with these. 

 

Emotional Concerns in Cologne 

During my field research in Cologne, I engaged with museum tour guides, a museum 

educator, evening school students, and their history teacher. Emotions were a 

significant concern for all of them, and they had elaborate theories on how emotions 
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are tied to success or failure in Holocaust education. They were mainly concerned about 

sadness, feelings of guilt, empathy, and an opposition between emotion and rationality. 

In this section, I will discuss the emotion ideologies I encountered among the different 

groups of educators and learners. 

 

The NS-DOK and the museum educator 

The museum educator of the NS-DOK made a constant effort to understand the 

museum visitors, many of whom were teenagers. One of her guiding principles was that 

emotions deserve respect. She said to me, 

 

Many people learned through youth literature and early experiences, that this 

[the Holocaust] is a very, very sad topic, and they don't always feel like that. In 

my childhood, the most important book was Heidi [the story of a girl living in 

the mountains]. The first time I read the whole book. There was this very sad 

part, when she left the mountains and moved to Frankfurt. The first time I found 

it just terribly sad. The second time I read it, I read until Frankfurt, skipped that 

part, and continued where she returned to the mountains. Being sad once was 

enough for me in that context. I think it's similar with the Holocaust. You are 

really, really sad once. And who wants to be sad over and over again? 

 

In this short speech, sadness is the central and first emotion associated with the 

Holocaust. To relive this sadness is uncomfortable. The museum educator bases this on 

her own experience with her favorite childhood book. The first encounter with sadness 

is depicted as a powerful event, resonating with Simone Schweber’s (2008: 2108) study 

on the (sometimes, too) strong emotional impact on US primary school children when 

they are learning about the Holocaust. While the museum educator avoided her first sad 

experience when she was re-reading the book, she still knows about the sadness, just as 

she says many people know that the Holocaust is a very sad topic. In Ahmed’s words, 

the Holocaust accumulates sadness through such primal memory practice, and it is 

subsequently perceived as inherent to it. Knowing about the sadness is important for 

understanding the story. In the museum educator’s view, one such experience is 

enough, then one knows about it. Repetition is considered uncomfortable and 

unnecessary. 

 

 According to her, children and youth are curious to learn about the Holocaust. 

She said, 
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We notice that it is extremely important in the lives of kids in year six [children 

aged 11 to 12]. The teachers tell us they ask the kids what they want to learn in 

history lessons, and everyone says National Socialism. They are fascinated by it, 

they want to know what happened there, they really demand it, like, ‘We are old 

enough now’ … . It is almost a kind of initiation, ‘I am now old enough to be 

allowed to know about it.’  

 

 

An initiation can refer to an intense experience after which nothing is as it was before. 

In Schweber’s (2008: 2108) study, a primary school student phrased his acquaintance 

with the Holocaust like this: “When I was little, I thought people didn’t have a care in 

the world …, but I was wrong. I never imagined that things that bad could happen”. This 

resonates with the intense experience of sadness discussed above. But an initiation also 

has a social component: young people are introduced to knowledge, but also to the rules 

of their society. With knowledge also comes responsibility. And for German citizens, 

knowing about the Holocaust comes with specific moral responsibilities. 

  The museum educator wants to teach the topic without intentionally evoking 

emotions, a conviction she mentioned often in team meetings and conversations with 

the guides. She said to me, “I like working with pupils, and teach them to look at things 

rationally. To tell them, come on, let's wipe the tears from our eyes and look at the facts, 

at what was really going on there.” She opens up an opposition between rational and 

emotional. Rational appears as connected to facts, while emotions are associated with 

tears. Being rational means getting rid of the tears, the sadness, both of which are 

considered to be a disturbance to the learning process, physically obstructing a clear 

view. She continued, “[A]nd if you say, let's look at this different now, analytically. What 

were the conditions, in Cologne, how did the people live, what fascinated them about 

National Socialism, such things. Then the minds of the teenagers opened again.” This 

implies that before, their minds were closed. Their minds open when they take an 

analytical viewpoint, without being sad. This resonates with Mkayton’s (2011: 28f.) 

thoughts on the paralyzing effects of identifying too much with the victims’ suffering. 

The museum educator’s “non-emotional” approach excludes only certain emotions. To 

make young people think about what “fascinated” people, and imagine daily life in the 

1930s, implies an emotional openness and the creation of empathy. The museum 

educator’s concept of rationality refers to refraining from creating intense, apathy-

causing, sadness-inducing, initiation-like experiences, because most people already 

have already had them. 
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Tour guides 

Tour guide Lilly told me about the museum: “The concept here is, we convey facts and 

don't go for the heartstrings. If emotions are there, even better … I like this approach.” 

Lilly says they “don’t put pressure on the tear duct” (drücken nicht auf die Tränendrüse), 

that is, they try not to make people cry. This is the approach they are taught by the 

museum educator, and most of them internalize it, like Sabine, who said, 

 

It [guided tours] really shouldn't be on a moral level. To build up pressure—the 

teachers sometimes do that, they're like, ‘now when you go down there [the Stasi 

prison memorial cellar], will you just LOOK [accusing voice] at it!!!’ You can't 

think clearly like that, when you're charged with emotions like that. 

 

Sabine strongly opposes the emotional expectations she experienced as moral pressure, 

which is frequently criticized as being part of an “education via consternation” 

(Betroffenheitspädagogik) (Heyl 2013: 247) in the literature. Having accompanied the 

guides on many tours, I never saw them whipping up emotions or addressing the 

students on a moral level. The guided tours are a mixture of historical facts, stories 

about individuals in Cologne, and attempts to inspire the pupils' imagination, empathy, 

and critical thinking with questions like ‘What do you think teenagers would have done 

in the 1930s?’. Sabine's remark also implies an opposition between reason and 

negatively evaluated emotions. Emotions obstruct learning, and are associated with 

moral pressure— pressure on the tear duct, and pressure from teachers. How do the 

tour guides navigate the expectations from teachers and the instructions of the museum 

educator? 

 Lilly was open with me: “I have to admit, I am also satisfied when I see the 

emotions, even though we are not supposed to go for the heartstrings [die Tränendrüse 

drücken]. But then I just think, it had an impact. If I'm honest.” Lilly considers tears an 

authentic sign of the impact she wants to make, even though this should not be her goal. 

But tears show that something changed, that one knows, ensuring the protection of 

moral rules. 

 The whole complexity of the topic is sometimes difficult to communicate, and 

emotions can serve as a safety switch to ensure that the morally correct messages are 

remembered. Lilly said, 
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Sometimes I see that a pupil says, ‘This guy was Aryan, right?’ And then you have 

to resolve this. And maybe then emotions are important again. So that also if they 

didn't completely understand it, or when they confuse something intellectually, 

that they still realize that something wrong was done, that you can't do things 

like that. Details are important for this. For example, if you say someone was 

pushed down the stairs. Or you say how old people were, and then the pupils say, 

‘Oh wow, he was our age.’ 

 

Emotions also have a positive side for Lilly: they ensure that the moral right and wrong 

is remembered despite intellectual confusion. Here, Lilly does not equate emotions with 

sadness, but with empathy, created by bringing persons from the past closer. Thus, 

attitudes toward emotions are contradictory: on the one hand, sadness and moral 

pressure are considered problematic for the education process, inferior to “rational 

facts.” But, simultaneously, causing empathy, emotions are seen to be superior to 

“rational facts,” because they communicate moral messages reliably.  

Similarly, tour guide Martin remarked that, “[f]acts are not important, emotions 

are much more significant. If the students leave the museum and confuse all the dates 

and facts, I don't care, as long as they have a feeling about how it could have been.” 

Emotions thus are clearer guidelines, superior to facts. But Martin also said about the 

museum, “I like that it's rather rational. It doesn't work a lot, like, with direct 

provocation of emotions. It's a rather cold museum, I'd say. That's also the way I want 

to guide my tours.” These contradictory remarks illustrate how variable Martin’s 

evaluations of the relation between emotion and rationality are. Martin evaluates the 

“coldness” of the museum positively, as a lack of moral pressure and superior to 

emotions. The tour guides have several contradictory concepts of emotion and 

rationality, which emerge, based on their professional expertise, depending on the 

context.  

 

History teacher 

When I started participating in Peter’s history course, he was only just getting 

acquainted with a new group of students. In contrast to the tour guides, Peter did not 

create a one-time experience for his students, but taught them content on which they 

were examined and graded. Peter appeared as a sometimes grumpy, but altogether 

warm-hearted and respectful teacher. The students liked him and contributed a lot in 

class. His grumpy demeanor could not hide the fact that the topic moved him: 

“Emotionally, that was always an issue for me. As a disaster of history, but also through 

my personal biography, with the knowledge that my parents ... experienced all of this 
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consciously,” he told me privately. 

 In the section “Educational concerns in Cologne,” Peter opposed a focus on facts 

to an emotional approach. Emotions, when connected to moral force, are considered 

problematic because they create resistance to what is being taught. But Peter also has 

moral goals to create moral responsibility. Simultaneously, he described emotions as 

inherent in and necessary to the topic. Thus, he also expressed more than one concept 

of emotions and their capabilities. 

 In one lesson, Peter discussed a propaganda photograph of female functionaries 

from the Auschwitz concentration camp, who were, as the caption told us, taking an 

enjoyable day off collecting blueberries. The German women in the picture were 

laughing. Peter said: “This really takes me aback, I find it even worse than the pictures 

of extermination camps,” and the students readily agreed with him: “like 

schizophrenia,” “I can't believe this,” “I can't deal with it.” Peter set an example of a 

morally correct emotion, and the students readily picked up on his feelings.  

In a different lesson, emotions arose in a discussion about the book-burning in 

Germany in the 1930s. One student remarked that many extremist groups burn texts 

that challenge their world view. Peter replied sharply to this: “Yes, but you simply cannot 

compare this! That is simply not possible! You've reached a limit there!” In this short 

argument, Peter associated anger with a moral “limit”: you cannot compare the Nazi 

crimes because they are the most terrible ones, and getting angry is the appropriate 

emotional response to such an invalid comparison. 

 These two instances illustrate how Peter’s lessons, as memory practice, create 

the Holocaust as a ‘sticky site’ in which specific emotions accumulate. And they also 

show that his various concepts of emotion are informed by his teaching experience. In 

the instance of the blueberry-picking women, emotions are an enrichment of facts, 

from which they cannot be separated. The students respond by expressing similar 

feelings. In the book-burning example, Peter connects emotions of shock and anger 

with moral rules, and the students accept this. When I asked Peter about his strategy for 

Holocaust education, he said, “I don’t think I’m following a specific pedagogy.” He 

navigated his different emotion concepts intuitively. 

 

Evening school students 

The emotion concepts and ideologies held by educators were also present among the 

students, albeit with a different emphasis. When asked about her opinion on Peter’s 

history classes, student Sandra replied,  
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The lessons about this topic are very, very good. Very rational, very adequate, not 

exaggerated. There is no default direction, neither positive nor negative, it is very 

neutral. I find that important, everyone can have their own opinions, and are not 

forced into a direction.  

 

Sandra contrasted rationality—evaluated positively—to an approach she described as 

exaggerated and forced, and as implying moral pressure. Adrian has experience with 

that, as he explained:  

 

In middle school it annoyed the crap out of me after two years. They forced it on 

us, that was really annoying. Sure, it's an important part of German history, you 

have to know it. But they talked us into this war guilt, I didn't like that.  

 

Many students know this moral pressure from teachers and they had experienced 

emotional manipulation to feel guilty. But, also, strong and impression-leaving 

childhood experiences of leaning about the Holocaust are frequent. Emre said:  

 

I mainly learned about the Nazi era at home, at the beginning of the 1980s …. 

That's how I started to be interested in Jews: “Why the Jews?” My family is very 

diverse, my great grandmother was Jewish. It was an interesting topic for us, for 

me and my sister, because we wanted to know something about her. (LK: And 

how was that?) Well yes, it was horrible. The more details I learned, the worse it 

became. 

 

And similarly, Sandra recounts:  

  

When I was younger, eleven or so, I was in a concentration camp … . I was 

incredibly moved. There were piles of shoes and stuff, horrible. And the rooms, 

if you see this, so many people sat in these tiny places. I was so moved. I was quiet 

that day, even though I used to blabber all the time. Even my dad said, “What's 

going on with you?”  

 

Sandra's and Emre's stories resonate with the museum educator's remark about early 

experiences of overwhelming sadness. This sadness is uncomfortable to relive: “Of 



73 
 

course I don't let these things get to me, I couldn't endure that,” explains Sandra. 

 Some students crave shocking pictures and strong experiences. They are 

fascinated by the topic and need to know more. After class, some students would stand 

together in groups in the schoolyard, exchanging horror stories on Nazi crimes, 

medical experiments, and corpse piles. Laura told me, “Maybe you can really call it 

fascination, how history developed like this, that people were dehumanized like that. 

I'm generally interested in the politics during the war, and the oppositional ideologies.” 

This attraction that motivates learning was controversially evaluated by the students. 

Some of them told me that they prefer not to use the word “fascination” for the 

Holocaust, because it sounds too positive. 

In the interviews with me, the students expressed their appreciation for Peter. Emre 

said, 

 

I wish that people had more of the emotional side, not only knowledge of facts ... 

I have felt for a long time that [Peter] had that. That's why I appreciate him also 

as a person. He can really be grumpy. But after I saw how empathic he is, there 

was an emotional connection right away. 

 

Emre recounts a rational-emotional contrast. Opposed to rationality is empathy, 

emotion is superior to facts. Similarly, Natalya said about the history lessons, 

 

To pause and discuss, I like that best. Also the teacher participates. He shows 

interest, in us, and in the topic. That's why it is fun to participate, to discuss … . 

Sometimes it is difficult for him, he has to suppress his emotions … . He shows 

that he is moved, but because we have different opinions, he does not advocate 

for one opinion. 

 

Peter is considered to be an empathetic person with his own emotions that deserve 

respect. The students appreciate that he shows his emotions and does not exert moral 

pressure. 

 For the evening school students, emotion could relate to sadness, to moral 

pressure, or to empathy. Depending on what they referred to, their evaluations of 

emotion in opposition to rationality changed. Simply thinking about an opposition 

between emotion and rationality is thus not enough to understand their concerns. 

Resonating with Heyl's (2013: 247) claim of the necessity of practiced empathy in the 
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teacher-student relation, the relationship to Peter was of great interest to, and influence 

on, the students. 

 

Empathy and activity versus apathy 

The people I engaged with during my research had their own theories and ideologies 

about emotions, which informed their (evaluations of) pedagogic actions. In their 

views, similar to concepts in the academic literature (Demke and Hamann 2012: 6; 

Mkayton 2011: 31), emotion and rationality were opposed and evaluated.  

 In the theories of educators and learners with whom I engaged in Cologne, on 

the one hand, emotions were imagined as powerful, but ambivalent catalyzers: they can 

bring about a reliable change of perspective, which cannot be easily achieved by other 

means. On the other hand, emotions also had a problematic side: they were viewed as 

an obstacle to thinking. These two sides of emotion are connected to the stickiness of 

the Holocaust as an affective site. Emotions sticking to it, make, in Ahmed’s (2004: 6) 

words, impressions on people. The affective value that emotional sites accumulate over 

time causes the Holocaust to be “occupied” (besetzt), as noted by Mkayton (2011: 29, 

note 2), and to trigger mainly specific emotions. This stickiness thus leads to powerful 

impressions, but can also have restrictive impacts and can inhibit other, less dominant 

impressions. 

Taking a closer look, it was clear to me that the educators’ and learners’ 

evaluations changed in different situations, and neither emotion nor rationality was 

consistently thought of as superior or inferior. This goes to show that the opposition 

between the concepts, as psychological research has already shown (Barrett et al. 2007; 

Dolan 2002), does not hold, and is confusing in the educational practice on the ground. 

The concrete situations I observed and discussed showed that the educators’ and 

learners’ ideologies are based on their specific expertise, and, in this expertise, emotion 

does not equal emotion, and rationality does not equal rationality. Rather, I argue, 

emotions causing empathy are contrasted with emotions causing apathy. 

Emotions causing apathy were evaluated negatively, while emotions causing 

empathy and activity were evaluated positively. Sadness and guilt were associated with 

apathy. Feelings of guilt, especially in relation to moral pressure, were seen as a major 

cause of apathy, paralysis, and resistance toward learning by both students and 

educators; this resonated with other research findings (Meseth 2012: 28). Nevertheless, 

for many students the Holocaust was charged with feelings of guilt: they seemed to stick 

extremely well. 

Sadness was considered an ambiguous emotion by educators and learners. While 

it was thought to be able to make lasting impressions and facilitate a kind of initiation 
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experience into the knowledge about the Holocaust, educators imagined sadness, and 

crying, as an impediment to thinking. Mkayton (2011: 29) calls this inhibition of 

learning “unproductive closeness” (unfruchtbare Nähe): while a bit of sadness can 

cause empathy, too much of it causes apathy. 

Educators evaluated positively emotions that create empathy, echoing modern 

educational approaches (Heyl 2013: 247; Mkayton 2011: 31). Without further 

specification, empathy appeared simply to be a significant educational goal. Educators 

and students appreciated emotions that create activity and interest, like fascination and 

a craving for knowledge. Anger and shock were frequently experienced by the students, 

but only rarely named by the educators as educational benefits. Generally, emotions 

creating the desired outcome were described in much less detail than were problematic 

emotions. 

Both students and educators thought emotions deserved respect and sensitivity. 

Educators were conscious of this, and students strongly demanded it. At the same time, 

emotions were inevitably tied to society and morality. The appearance and expression 

of the right emotions, those that Baum (1996: 47f.) calls “obligatory emotions,” was a 

moral achievement for the educators in terms of the political and national education 

project. 

Rationality, as an approach focused on facts, was sometimes contrasted with 

emotion, and at other times considered incomplete without them. Often, students and 

educators found rationality to be the helpful provider of clarity of thought, superior and 

opposed to emotion (which was an obstacle to learning). However, rational facts were 

sometimes considered insufficient, in need of being enriched by emotions. Rationality 

appeared in opposition to emotion in the context of sadness and feelings of guilt, 

mainly characterized by their absence. Demke and Hamann (2012: 6) asked how much 

emotion is necessary, and Mkayton (2011: 31) wondered whether educators should 

foster or reduce emotionality in Holocaust education. Educators and learners in 

Cologne expressed a variety of differing views on the role of emotion and rationality in 

learning about the Holocaust. These seem contradictory and inconsistent if one does 

not take the differentiation of emotion into apathy and empathy, and, conversely, of 

rationality into the presence or absence of such emotion, into account. I find the 

generalizing opposition between the two concepts, which flattens such important 

differences, rather unhelpful. 

 

Conclusion 

The data discussed in this article illustrates how educators’ and students’ theories of 

emotion and emotion ideologies are intertwined with memory practices in educational 
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contexts. Thinking with Ahmed’s affective economies, one can see that educational 

practices circulate the Holocaust as an educational and affective object, which becomes 

saturated with dominant and obligatory emotions. These are experienced and navigated 

by educators and learners, and become interconnected with their emotion ideologies. 

 For educators it is important to succeed in their educational undertaking and 

reach moral goals. In their emotion ideologies, emotions helpful for their mission were 

opposed to those hindering it. The students opposed emotions experienced as 

manipulative and overwhelming to those creating curiosity and fascination. Apparently 

in this case, the good relationship with their history teacher made them less likely to 

feel manipulated.  

I have shown that the general opposition between emotion and rationality that 

scholars and practitioners use leads to contradiction and confusion. I suggest that 

scholars and practitioners be more precise. Instead of using the concept of ‘emotion’, 

they should focus on the distinction between emotions that induce apathy and those 

that induce empathy. And instead of talking about ‘rationality’, they should 

acknowledge that this term is used to describe different absences and presences of 

particular emotions. In this way, the simplifying and misleading opposition between 

emotion and reason can be abandoned. 

 This does not, however, resolve the contradiction of the almost impossible 

endeavor for educators to create democratic citizens who preserve the memory of the 

past and have empathy with Holocaust victims, without overwhelming them 

emotionally. The variety and incoherence within emotion ideologies and memory 

practices point to this contradiction being, from the outset, part of the national project 

of Holocaust education in Germany. 
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Chapter 4 

“It’s a real Totschlag-Argument” - The 

attribution of agency to the Holocaust among 

contemporary young German adults in a 

discourse of remembering and forgetting11 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract  The Holocaust, a significant moral principle for contemporary Germany, is 

embedded in a politically and emotionally charged discourse of remembering and 

forgetting. German politicians and young German adults often perceive the Holocaust 

as a threat associated with guilt. This paper analyzes how the Holocaust is endowed 

with a powerful agency, resulting in demands to control its powers. Some young 

German adults used this narrative practice to position themselves in the German 

memory discourse, while others criticized it. This paper argues that agency attribution 

contributes to the mechanisms of forgetting by reducing the complexities of social and 

historical entanglements. 

Keywords  agency, forgetting, memory, Germany, Holocaust memorial culture 
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Introduction 

The Holocaust is an important moral principle for the state of Germany, as German 

politicians frequently emphasise (tagesschau.de 2015), and Germany is involved in 

taking responsibility for the Nazi crimes on many levels (Auswärtiges Amt 2013). At the 

same time, other public figures, often, but not exclusively, situated on the right side of 

the political spectrum, criticise the supposed instrumentalisation of the Holocaust. 

They call the Holocaust a “Keule”, a bludgeon, used to subdue the German nation - a 

term introduced by author Martin Walser (1998: 12) in his acceptance speech of the 

Peace Prize of the German Book Trade in 1998 - and demand to limit the Holocaust's 

impact (cf. Lachmann 2015; Seitz 2014; Ulrich 2012). 

 In my field research in Cologne in 2013 in a museum and two high schools for 

adult education, I observed that young German adults used narrative practices similar 

to Walser’s. They described the Holocaust's powers as inherent capabilities, and 

demanded to “keep the Holocaust out” of certain places. 

  Many scholars referred to the tendency of attributing special powers to the 

Holocaust's impact on German public life. Olick and Levy (1997: 922) pointed out that 

the Holocaust constrains German political culture as an almost mythical taboo. Moses 

looked at post-war Germans' relation to the Holocaust as a burden, a “sense of 

pollution” (Moses 2007: 147), frequently described in biblical and religious language 

(2007: 149). Carrithers (2009: 37) analysed post-war rhetoric hinting at dark forces with 

agencies in the “shadows” of the German Nazi past. LaCapra (1999: 724) stated that 

there is a “strong temptation with respect to such limit-events [...] to arrive at a 

conception of the event's absolute uniqueness or even epiphanous, sublime, or sacral 

quality”, and Macdonald (2006: 19) discussed the transformation of former Nazi rally 

sites in Nuremberg in terms of an endeavour to break the agency of the Nazi 

architecture: the city council feared the site's (inherent) ability to create fascination.  

 As an illustration of the difficulties that young German adults encounter in 

making sense of the German past,12 I will discuss the tendency to imagine the Holocaust 

as threat. This threat is connected in intricate ways to the notion of German guilt. In this 

paper, I will analyze how some – not all – of the young German adults whom I 

encountered, just like many, but not all, public German figures, described the 

Holocaust's capabilities as an almost human-like agency, and show that their demands 

toward it were aligned with this perception. The views young German adults held about 

their relationship to the Holocaust, to National Socialism, and to their commemoration 

in public German discourse, reflect how agency can be, and here I share Ingold's (2007: 

S30-1) and Gell's (1998: 17) approach, mistakenly attributed to things and ideas. 

                                                           
12  Shown e.g. by Bar-On (1997), Welzer (2002), Georgi (2003), and Dekel (2013). 
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 These narrative practices of agency attribution have to be seen in the context of a 

politically and emotionally charged memory discourse. Memory is discussed by some 

scholars in opposition to history, with the former being organic and oral, and the latter 

institutionalized, rational, and written (J. Assmann 2007; Halbwachs 1967; Hobsbawm 

and Ranger 1992; Nora 1989). Other approaches focus on practice, a view which I share 

(Bourdieu 1990; Connerton 1989; Foucault 1980; Olick and Robbins 1998). In practice, 

history and memory appear as connected, and the conditions of knowledge production 

concerning the past are accounted for. A focus on practice emphasizes the inherent 

historicity of human existence. In this light, narratives that attribute agency to the 

Holocaust can be regarded as memory practices. 

As a way to organize human experience and knowledge, narrative is a repository 

for social memory, transmitted through time (Bruner 1991: 18; Ochs and Capps 1996: 

31). Narrative can be used to position oneself among conflicting views in a memory 

discourse (Ochs and Capps 1996: 35). Memory and narrative are inherently selective. 

They simplify social reality, making it more intelligible and less insecure (Argenti and 

Schramm 2010: 2; Carrithers 2009: 48; Olick and Levy 1997: 922; Wiedmer 1999: 207). 

In this context, attributing agency to social dynamics fits social reality into narrative and 

renders it intelligible, ridding it of a certain complexity (Carrithers 2009: 48). 

Agency attribution in the German memory discourse is a peculiar phenomenon 

that enlightens the selectivity of remembering, and thereby the mechanisms of 

forgetting. Social forgetting and social memory are inextricably linked (Brockmeier 

2002; Connerton 2008). Portraying the Holocaust as a person-like actor obscures the 

complex interrelations of historical and political processes with human actors, and thus 

contributes to the forgetting of these intricate social dynamics. In this article, I will take 

a close look at a specific aspect of the mechanisms of forgetting at a specific point in 

time: I will discuss how contemporary young German adults position themselves in the 

memory discourse by attributing a threatening agency to the Holocaust, and how this 

influences their opinions and demands. Among this specific group of people, some 

acted in support of, and some against the dynamics of forgetting. 

 

Young German adults in Cologne 

Today's young German adults who were born roughly between 1980 and 1990 grew up 

during a period of recurrent debates about the legacy of the Holocaust in Germany and 

the contemporary moral responsibilities. In 1982/83, the historians' debate occupied 

journalists, philosophers, and historians in disputing the comparability of the 

Holocaust (Maier 1998), and in 1996 the Goldhagen controversy raised the issue of the 

involvement of ordinary Germans in genocide (Rosenfeld 1999). Helmut Kohl, the 

German chancellor between 1982 and 1998, fostered a policy of ‘normalization’, with 
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which he wanted to improve Germany's international reputation not as a post-

Holocaust state, but as a ‘normal’ state (Wiedmer 1999: 115-23). Between its inception 

in 1988, and its erection in Berlin in 2005, the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe 

was the focal point of heated public disputes concerning the need of the memorial, its 

form, and its costs (Gay 2003). These debates shaped the epoch during which the young 

German adults with whom I engaged in my research grew up.  

Their relation to the past moves in a continuum between proximity and distance: 

On the one hand, studies show that the Nazi past still has identifiable impacts on their 

generation. Welzer found that German grandchildren tend to absolve family members 

of their grandparents’ generation from guilt by selective listening, and exaggerating or 

inventing positive memories (Welzer 2002: 46-55, 61ff). And according to Rosenthal’s 

(2010: 13) study, anxieties, obstructed family communication, and other psychological 

implications are visible in third generation descendants of Nazi perpetrators and 

accomplices. On the other hand, the life-worlds of contemporary young German adults 

are far away from National Socialism, and studies frequently report their lack of interest 

in the subject, or a refusal to deal with it (Meseth 2012). Many research participants did 

not feel personally connected with the German past, but they are, as has also been found 

by other researchers (A. Assmann 2006; Moses 2007; Proske 2012), intimately familiar 

with the discourse of German guilt. 

 My research is based on an ethnographic field study conducted between April 

and December 2013 in Cologne. The data were collected in two educational settings. 

The first setting were two high schools for adult education in Cologne. As an 

unobtrusive observer, I participated in German literature and history classes on 

National Socialism and the Holocaust, and accompanied one history class intensively 

for three months. I interviewed nine students and engaged in many informal 

conversations. The students were between 24 and 30 years of age, one student was 38. 

Many had jobs and wanted to improve their qualifications, some came from the evening 

secondary school. Others had dropped out of school earlier and wanted to take a second 

attempt at graduation. About one half of the students had immigrant backgrounds from 

e.g. Turkey, Iraq, Tunisia, Bosnia, and Poland. 

 The second setting was the Documentation Center for National Socialism13, 

where I worked with the tour guides and the museum educator. I accompanied eight 

guides over several months, all of them students or university graduates of the 

Humanities and Social Sciences, between 25 and 32 years of age. I conducted interviews, 

participated in workshops, team meetings, and many informal conversations. 

                                                           
13 Located in the El-De-Haus, funded by the city of Cologne and supported by the public organization 'Friends of 

the El-De-Haus'. 
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 While the Holocaust is a topic most people are familiar with, it does not come up 

regularly in everyday life. The topic is too serious for a casual chat during lunch break, 

and too strongly a subject of social desirability for relying on singular expressions of 

opinion (Anne-Frank-Zentrum 2008: 3). I chose two educational settings for my field 

work, as they offer both topical and group continuity, and access to the age group I was 

interested in. While they are by no means representative for young Germans as a whole, 

the two groups complement each other: the tour guides as experts, voluntarily engaged 

with the history of the Holocaust and National Socialism. Their education level was 

high, they often had an academic family background, were all born in Germany and had 

apart from one guide no immigration background. The students at the evening high 

school chose history at school mostly due to a lack of alternatives, and National 

Socialism and the Holocaust were obligatory in this course. They were ambitious 

students, and some were interested in history already before, but by far not everyone. 

Often their parents did not go to university, many had immigration background, and 

some already worked. Both groups had contact with the topic National Socialism and 

Holocaust on a regular basis, and found it easy to talk about it. 

 As I am German and born in 1984, I am similar in age, language, and citizenship 

to most of my research participants. I conducted the interviews in my native language, 

German. 

 

German concerns about the powerful Holocaust 

The Holocaust is a significant moral principle for the state of Germany: Germany is a 

founding member of the IHRA (International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance)14, 

supports the prosecution of Nazi perpetrators15 (dpa 2014), and fosters positive 

relations to former victim groups and to Israel (Hamburger Abendblatt 2012). Germany 

pays financial recompensation for Holocaust victims (Auswärtiges Amt 2013), and 

supports various commemorative and educational projects and institutions, such as the 

Auschwitz-Birkenau foundation (Auswärtiges Amt 2013), and the foundation EVZ 

(‘Erinnerung, Verantwortung, Zukunft’)16. Frequently, leading German politicians 

speak out for the central place of the Holocaust for German identity, and the imperative 

to remember (tagesschau.de 2015).  

This is a rather recent development. During the 1950s and 1960s, public debates 

                                                           
14 Formerly ‘Task Force for International Cooperation on Holocaust Education, Remembrance and Research’ 

(ITF). 

15 See the institution’s website: http://www.zentrale-stelle.de/pb/,Lde/1264704 (accessed 28.1.2015). 

16 See http://www.stiftung-evz.de/ (accessed 28.1.2015). 
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in Germany focused on German suffering, avoiding the crimes committed from 1933 to 

1945 (Pickford 2005: 203). The 1968 students’ revolts were a breach in this silence, with 

students publicly holding their parents’ generation accountable for the Third Reich 

(Olick and Levy 1997: 929). During the 1970s, movies and autobiographies further 

opened up the memory discourse (Wiedmer 1999: 4), which became more established 

during the 1980s, and was renegotiated in the 1990s after the reunification between East 

and West Germany (Meseth 2012: 14; Wiedmer 1999: 88). Debates about the heritage of 

National Socialism still occupy the German public today. Examples are the debate about 

the legal regulation of the circumcision of young, mainly Jewish and Muslim boys 

(Oppenheim 2014), or the current debate on philosopher Heidegger’s long concealed 

anti-Semitism (Spinnler 2015). 

 In spite of the many contemporary initiatives to remember and acknowledge, 

considering the Holocaust and National Socialism as dangerous topics is also not a rare 

phenomenon in the German public today. Famously, in his acceptance speech of the 

Peace Prize of the German Book Trade in 1998, well-known German author Martin 

Walser (1998: 12) criticised the instrumentalisation of the Holocaust as a “Moralkeule”, 

a moral bludgeon, which is used routinely to threaten and intimidate Germans. His 

speech was applauded at first, but eventually turned into a heated debate between 

Walser and Ignaz Bubis, who called Walser's speech inflammatory (SpiegelOnline 

2007). The German liberal-left newspaper DIE ZEIT, a nationwide publication, critically 

voiced its surprise about Walser's formulation of this abstracted, impersonal threat that 

the Holocaust supposedly posed: 

 

“Who uses this instrument against whom? Why doesn't he call Grass, Habermas, 

Handke, and the ‘intellectually significant weekly newspaper’, against whom he 

rallies, by their names? […] Who hides behind the ‘routine of threat’? Who 

threatens whom? Are New York's lawyers a threat when they demand clarification 

about profits made from aryanization from the Deutsche Bank, and from the 

Allianz information about misappropriated insurances? Does the Jewish world 

congress loom? Israel?” (Harpprecht 1998).17 

 

Regularly, the theme of the Holocaust as threatening appears in the German media and 

the political sphere. In 2010, in a text titled Always with the bludgeon, ZEIT journalist 

Ulrich discussed the “Nazi-Keule”, the Nazi bludgeon: “The often justified rambling 

against a strong power, however humanly comprehensible, has, in the German case, 

                                                           
17 All quotes from German media and from people I engaged with during my field research in Cologne have been 

translated from German by the author. 
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only too often a different dimension, one that kills all discussions and serious 

conversations” (Ulrich 2012). “It remains”, as he says, “a sore spot” for the Germans 

(Ulrich 2012). In 2012, the liberal-intellectual national radio station Deutschlandfunk 

broadcast a show titled We can't leave it behind. The Nazi-Keule or: The curse of the evil 

deed, in which it stated that the German past has become more and more intrusive in 

recent years: “An expression of such obtrusiveness is above all the Nazi-Keule. It is used 

almost every week, in all political camps, without sense and inhibition” (Seitz 2014). 

This should be changed, according to the broadcast, through historicization: 

“Naturally, the historicisation is no all-purpose tool for disarming the Nazi-Keule. But 

it promises a necessary step to let go of an obsessive past, to loosen mental blockages 

and to remain untouched by yesterday's and today's taboo transgressions” (Seitz 2014). 

Pretzell, a leading member of anti-European and anti-Islam party Afd (‘Alternative für 

Deutschland’), stated in an interview with the conservative German newspaper DIE 

WELT, that people are regularly crushed with the Nazi-Keule, “the most massive 

bludgeon existing in Germany” (Lachmann 2015), when they start uncomfortable 

debates. 

 As remarked by Harpprecht in 1998 in his critical comment on the Walser 

speech, it is often unclear what exactly the threat is that is associated with the Holocaust 

and the Nazi-Keule, and why human actors are obliterated. It appears to have much 

power and capabilities: to end discussions, to crush people, to intimidate Germans, it 

is intrusive, and kills conversations. In many cases the depiction of the Holocaust as a 

threat includes mentioning capacities independently from human actors, and one 

wants to ask, just like Harpprecht – why do names disappear? Why is the Holocaust 

turned into a mysterious, powerful entity, and held responsible for all these effects? It 

appears as though the Holocaust is endowed with an agency of its own, and, in 

Carrither’s (2009: 48) words, “the sheer complexity” of the social reality involved is 

“resolutely ignored”. 

 In the social sciences, agency has traditionally been attributed solely to human, 

or at least animate beings (Giddens 1984). Some scholars state that also objects can have 

agency (Latour 2005; van Vuuren 2010), while others assert that it is misleadingly 

endowed onto them (Gell 1998; Ingold 2007), or that it is even the wrong concept to 

think with altogether (Ingold 2007). Agency, as I understand it, is an ability to make a 

change due to a certain capacity or action tendency. I share Giddens' definition, for 

whom agency is the capability of “intervening causally in the stream of events that 

constitutes its environment of behavior” (Giddens 1987: 216). Harpprecht, the ZEIT 

commentator, reconnected the threatening agency of the Holocaust back to human 

actions, such as demands of lawyers, and thus deconstructed such an agency of the 

Holocaust. He resisted the process of forgetting that such a narrative practice brings 

along (Brockmeier 2002; Connerton 2008) by de-simplifying the picture Walser drew.  
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Ingold claims that transferring agency to inanimate objects is misleading and 

anthropocentric (Ingold 2007: S30-1), and that “life is not in things; rather, things are 

in life, caught up in a current of continual generation” (Ingold 2007: S31). In his view, 

which I share, agency is not isolated in humans or objects, but rather a property of the 

living environment (Ingold 2007). But more than just being anthropocentric, 

attributing agency to the Holocaust exemplifies a process of forgetting. Forgetting 

might be a necessary part in defining an identity as a new generation, or of dealing with 

excess information (Connerton 2008: 64-6). Narrative memory practices always rely on 

interpretation and mnemonic selection, which also mediate forgetting, “as selecting 

always creates gaps, distortions, contradictions and other incoherences” (Brockmeier 

2002: 22). Adhering to such newly configured narratives can however also lead to 

oversimplification and discrepancies with “one’s encounters in the world” (Ochs and 

Capps 1996: 32). Nevertheless, German journalists, writers, and politicians, as well as 

museum tour guides and evening school students, frequently locate agency in things, 

just as anthropologist Gell remarks (1998: 17): “in practice, people do attribute agency 

and intentions and awareness to objects”. 

 There are also other examples, of politicians who speak out against the 

abstraction of the Holocaust as impersonal threat. Thus, today's federal German 

president Joachim Gauck stated in an interview with DIE ZEIT, that “there is a tendency 

I do not want to follow: the change in the reception of the Holocaust into a quasi-

religious dimension, into something supernatural” (Steffen 2015). Also demands for 

distance and historicisation are countered: “As each generation poses this question 

anew [the question of how Hitler was possible – the author], the answer also differs 

with each generation. This is why no line can be drawn under this chapter of German 

history”, says ZEIT journalist Erk (2011) about Holocaust memorial culture. 

 Olick and Levy (1997: 921, 925) conceptualise the popular notion of the 

threatening Holocaust as an inability to deal with history’s impact on the present: 

 

“the general lament that the burdens of the past reach inappropriately into the 

present are vernacular claims about how the past affects us, or in more 

sociological terms, how collective memory works. West German commentators 

and politicians have often regarded the Nazi past as an ineluctable burden, one 

beset by and working through the mystical force of taboo” (Olick and Levy 1997: 

921). 

 

These mystical forces and complaints, I claim, are on some occasions translated into a 

human-like threatening agency of the Holocaust. Such narrative practices serve to 
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position oneself in the German memory discourse, and simultaneously simplify the 

complexities of human life. 

 

Concerns in Cologne: the Holocaust can and the Holocaust should 

The museum tour guides were conscious about the power of the topic they dealt with, 

and they were educated by the museum educator to not overwhelm the mostly teenaged 

museum visitors. As implied by their job, they saw it as their mission to preserve the 

memory of the Holocaust and National Socialism. Only in personal conversation with 

me did the tour guides also relate to the Holocaust as an abstract threat.  

 I discussed the Holocaust's appearance in political debates with tour guide 

Sabine18 one day in 2013, during the European financial crisis when Greece was about 

to go bankrupt. Sabine regularly inquired about and commented on the state of my 

research. She was engaged with the Holocaust and memorial culture personally, ever 

since she was a child, and academically, and struck me as a thoughtful person. She was 

30 years old and had lived in Cologne for several years. I accompanied her on guided 

tours through the museum and the city of Cologne, and we participated together in team 

meetings and workshops. In the European financial crisis, German chancellor Angela 

Merkel imposed a strict austerity policy on the Mediterranean nation. This angle was 

harshly criticised in Greece, amongst other things through caricatures showing Merkel 

as SS officer in a Nazi uniform19. Sabine found this inappropriate: 

 

Ja ok, I found it really ridiculous. It's this Keule. Without critical distance. 

Honestly, I found it inappropriate. You can always find a villain, in each nation, 

if you're looking for one. It's such a cartoon motive, really. Ok, if you use it as an 

argument for a certain asylum-policy […]. A country with this past, whose 

intelligentsia only survived in asylum, should maybe also grant asylum to others. 

In such a case it's appropriate. 

 

I asked Sabine what generally happens if the Holocaust enters such a debate. She 

replied: 

 

                                                           
18 All the names of people I engaged with during my field research in Cologne have been changed, gender has 

been randomized to increase anonymity. 

19 See http://www.focus.de/finanzen/news/staatsverschuldung/krankhafte-fantasien-der-deutschen-griechische-

zeitung-zeigt-kanzlerin-merkel-in-nazi-uniform_aid_712449.html (accessed 29.1.2015). 
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Well, like here with Greece. First of all the discussion moves to a very uncritical 

emotional level. Rational arguments are overridden. You can't discuss anymore. 

It's a real Totschlag-Argument. Nazis. What can you say? It blocks any rational 

discussion. 

 

Totschlag-Argument translates literally to manslaughter-argument or killer phrase. 

Like the word Keule, bludgeon, Totschlag-Argument is a common figure of speech for 

the German past. The terms appear as “minimal narratives” (Carrithers 2009: 40): short 

“story seeds”, mentioned without explanation, but still persuasive because of their 

familiarity. What do they imply? A bludgeon is a raw, powerful weapon used to hit and 

kill people. It has a strong impact (on a discussion), and it is a weapon used by someone. 

A Totschlag-Argument is an argument so strong that its impact is deadly, because it hits 

a discussion so hard. Sabine said the Holocaust was “used” in the debate on Greece, 

without however specifying by whom. Its destructive effects were spelled out, similar to 

politicians' and journalists' concerns: It overrides rational arguments, blocks the 

discussion, and lets emotions reign. Sabine did not clarify whether these effects are the 

original agenda of the one who uses the Holocaust as a Keule, or inherent capacities of 

the Holocaust. This distinction remains blurred. Sabine used the word es, “it”, many 

times, often followed by active voice. This contributes to blurring the image of who or 

what actually does something. “It” can be the Holocaust, the Keule, or the illegitimate 

use of the Holocaust. While “it” can be introduced into a discussion by someone, its 

powerful effects are not attributed to a person, but vaguely appear as the Holocaust's 

own capacities. According to Sabine, there are more and less appropriate places for the 

Holocaust to appear. While she saw a logical connection to asylum policies, she 

considered the debate surrounding the Greek financial crisis as inappropriate. 

 Karina only guided tours at the museum irregularly. She was born in Cologne, 

and 26 years of age. She started to be interested in the Holocaust during the last 

semesters of studying history, after working at the museum. Before, she was not overly 

interested in the topic, a “typical victim of Holocaust-fatigue”, as she said. Because she 

had mentioned the expression earlier, I asked her about the meaning of the Totschlag-

Argument. She explained: 

 

“Ja also, I myself don't really see it like this. I reject the idea that we talked enough 

about it, and that we should put an end to it. But you have to consider where this 

idea comes from, and it's a common idea. And then you can explain that the 

feeling is pretty common that the Holocaust, or National Socialism, are used as 

accusation. Ja, it's not so easy to verbalise this! [her voice becomes high and 

excited]. As political argument, it is always connected to guilt, or to an accusation 
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[…]. Like with the circumcision debate, that the Germans became guilty once, 

and if they prohibit circumcision, then they'll become guilty another time. I don't 

know if that is always intentional, but that's how it comes off. And I think that's 

dangerous. Because it's not necessary, and I think it's not rational. This is not 

about guilty or not-guilty. And I do believe that it's not always intended this way, 

but it's received like this.” 

 

Karina attempts to retrace the process of simplification. According to her, the 

Holocaust can be used intentionally as a tool, but there is a lack of control over it. It has 

capacities of its own, which can influence situations even if the person who mentioned 

it had different intentions. Interestingly, Karina does not hold the person who uses the 

Holocaust as a weapon responsible for its effects. 

In Karina’s statement, guilt appears as a central motive in attributing agency to 

the Holocaust. According to her, the Totschlag-Argument poses a threat for Germans 

to become guilty again, no different from the Germans who committed the Holocaust. 

Thinking with her remark, guilt could be the factor that is out of control, a looming 

threat of potential accusation, even if it is not mentioned explicitly. This resonates with 

Proske's (2012) results about the underlying discourse of guilt in history classes. 

According to his study, teenage students reacted to the topic Holocaust as though they 

were being accused, even though nothing remotely similar to an accusation was 

formulated. Guilt is a persuasive motive, which even implicitly “finds resonance in 

listeners, […] because it calls up familiar information” (Carrithers 2009: 40). Also 

Moses (2007: 143f.) mentions that being reminded of the Holocaust is being reminded 

of guilt for many Germans. Aleida Assmann (2006: 27f.) argues that even though 

historians claim that the accusation of a collective German guilt is a German fantasy, 

Germans do feel accused by the open, visual presentation of the Nazi crimes in public. 

 More than the museum tour guides, the evening school students were concerned 

about the right place of the Holocaust, and about limiting its power. They were 

motivated to learn more about National Socialism, and they enjoyed the discussions in 

class. What I heard frequently from them was that it was important to know about the 

Holocaust, and acknowledge that it happened, but... and then a complaint of one sort 

or another, about the Holocaust being too powerful, the German past to be brought up 

too frequent, and in the wrong places. This was an issue of informal discussions outside 

class, and almost never appeared during lessons. History lessons, historical books, 

movies and documentaries were places where the students expected the Holocaust, and 

even looked for information about it. But in other contexts, they found its presence 

disturbing. 

 Student Laura, aged 26 and originally from the north of Nordrhein-Westfalen, 
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strongly criticised the instrumentalisation of the Holocaust in our first conversation. In 

our second meeting, I asked her to elaborate on this. She said: 

 

“It is the Totschlag-Argument par excellence. You try to have a discussion, and 

you are beaten up verbally. If someone makes use of the Keule, they do it because 

they know their opponent is going to react defensively. Because otherwise you'll 

be pushed into the Nazi-corner, in the right-wing corner [= you'll be stigmatised 

as Nazi/right wing]. That's tasteless and doesn't help the discussion. [Author: 

But can't the Holocaust be one of many arguments?] Ja, but it always sticks! It 

always stays in one's head! And other things lose importance. Everything then 

becomes limited to the Holocaust […]. It's used to apply pressure, that's my 

feeling, in order to make a political impact. It's all about finding a scapegoat, or 

someone who is guilty. In Europe, many countries participated in the Holocaust, 

but it's always about shifting the blame to the main actor, Nazi Germany. And 

the government today is still held accountable for it.” 

 

Laura described the Holocaust as a weapon or tool that someone can use intentionally. 

She used a passive formulation, so the violent power to “beat you up” appears as 

inherent to the Holocaust, disassociated from the one who brought it up. Once it is 

mentioned, it appears as out of control to Laura: it sticks, and attracts all the attention. 

This happens on the side of the listener – the intention of the one who mentioned the 

Holocaust is irrelevant for this effect. This is simply what the Holocaust does to people. 

Laura relates this impact to guilt – a guilt that on the one hand she does not deny, but 

she criticises that it is pointed out and has political implications. 

 Fatma was a student of the evening school, 26 years old and born in Cologne 

Ehrenfeld to immigrant parents. She has the German citizenship. When I asked student 

Fatma about what happens when the Holocaust appears in a debate, she said: “It can 

get out of control quickly. It's a topic where you have to be careful, emotions can boil 

up, wrong things can be said. If the Holocaust comes up, it's harder to find a solution. 

It's a topic that blows up everything, makes it more difficult”. Fatma emphasised the 

independence of the Holocaust's power from human intentions. In another part of the 

conversation, she connected these effects vaguely to Israel: 

 

“Klar, Israel is such a country, they have some advantages through it. If they 

negotiate with Germany, they can push through their demands. I mean if Merkel 

hears from them, ‘you're a Holocaust-denier, too’, that probably bugs her. I 

mean every country wants to push through their interests. And I think Israel does 
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that, too, emphasise the Holocaust in order to push through their interests. Ok, 

that sounds a bit hard now. But I think every country would do that. But I don't 

think that, like, when Merkel talks to Sarkozy, that the Holocaust, I think that 

would be out of place.” 

 

Fatma imagined which power the Holocaust can exert on Germany. Israel wields the 

Holocaust as a magical weapon over Germany, to get anything it wants. She pulled back 

in the middle, suddenly critical of her own words. Similar to Walser's “Moralkeule”, her 

criticism of this threat remained vague. She even expressed her understanding: who 

would not use such a tool? In that sense, she did not even blame Israel, as the Holocaust 

seems to be predestined to be exploited in the political game. Turning the Holocaust 

into such a powerful entity simplified a highly complex political situation, and enabled 

Fatma to make a judgment. The appearance of the Holocaust does not seem entirely out 

of place for her, while a conversation between Merkel and Sarkozy would be a clearly 

inappropriate place.  

 

Let's stay sachlich – limiting the Holocaust 

According to a recent study by the Bertelsmann-Foundation (2015), 58 % of Germans 

would like to bring closure to the German past. Similar to the public German figures 

quoted above, both museum tour guides and evening school students voiced demands 

for limiting the Holocaust's powers: by relegating it to specific places and banning it 

from others. 

 I had a conversation with Mario, aged 26, born in the state of Hessen, an office-

worker and student of the evening school, about the circumcision debate. He explained: 

 

“It's a Totschlag-Argument. You can't say anything against that. Jews practice 

circumcision, oh dear Lord, now we have to be careful! It should have been kept 

out of there. The real topic is a different one, it's the well-being of children. And 

not the discrimination of Jews or Muslims. The topic doesn't belong there.” 

 

I tried to dig deeper and asked: “Why should it be kept out?” He hesitated. “Well, that 

sounds stupid, but it makes you extremely cautious. Something happens, socially. You 

think three times about each word, you are passive. You are afraid to say something”. 

 Mario demands that the Holocaust should stay at its appropriate place. He 

considered the circumcision as an inappropriate place, and would like to ban it from 
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there. He attributed a human-like agency to the Holocaust as independent entity. His 

demand for spatial separation can be understood as an attempt to control this entity, by 

controlling its operating range. The reasons for this are the fear it causes. Of what is 

Mario afraid? Of becoming guilty again, by contributing to the moral failures of his 

nation? 

 Demands for spatial separation were often formulated as an interference with 

“Sachlichkeit”. Sachlichkeit translates roughly as rationality or appropriateness. I asked 

student Laura what she thought about the Holocaust’s appearance during the 

circumcision debate. She said she agreed with the criticism: 

 

“you can't use the Holocaust as an argument in such a discussion. Because it's 

about a different Sache [issue]. It's entirely out of place there. And each side 

makes mistakes. Also Jews and Muslims have their skeletons in the closet.” 

 

Apparently, the Sache and the Holocaust have to be kept separate. What is the Sache? 

Why does it have to be protected? In this instance, the Sache was the circumcision 

debate. The reference to “mistakes” and skeletons in the closet brings us back to the 

discourse of guilt. Would Laura like to establish the Sache as a space separated from the 

discourse of guilt? Then, the sole presence of the Holocaust, resonating with Assmann's 

(2006: 27) aforementioned claim, would be a disturbance and an unwelcome reminder 

in this guilt-free space. 

 More and less appropriate places of the Holocaust were also imagined as hot as 

opposed to cold, outside as opposed to buried and stashed away, and new as opposed 

to old. Student Mario said that regarding the circumcision debate, the Holocaust 

“shouldn't be part of the decision, […] but I'm sure the topic was warmed up again”. He 

criticised the appearance of the Holocaust in political debates, hoping that in the future 

it will not be “dug out in such debates”. Similarly, student Sara said that if Germany 

were to act more self-confident internationally, other countries would criticise this by 

“unpacking the old stuff”. Describing the Holocaust in a place where it does not belong 

as warmed up, dug out, and unpacked old stuff, implies that the place where it does 

belong is cold, buried, under the earth – far away, under control, and spatially limited. 

 The Holocaust, however, does not easily give in to relegation. Also, not all young 

adults to which I spoke supported these demands. Tour guide Martin is a leftist activist, 

31 years of age, and originally from Southern Germany. Besides working at the museum 

and studying at university, he also volunteered in helping refugees. When I asked Martin 

about his thoughts on demands for sachlich debates, he said: 
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“I don't think you can discuss this kind of topics without thinking of the 

Holocaust. And then to say, nee, we have to have a sachliche [rational] debate 

now. That doesn't work! There can't be a sachliche debate without the Holocaust 

in the back of one's head. Of course this can be used. That people use the 

Holocaust as an argument, that happens. And I don't believe in purely 

medizinisch [sterile] discussions, not in this context. And I don't think that's 

desirable, because it's also always about negotiating societal perspectives. I don't 

think there are any sachlich debates, no matter where. This is always entangled 

with social images and experiences and power interests. And such interventions, 

like saying we have here a special situation in Germany, and you can't separate 

this. And then to say, nee, but we're having a sachlich debate about this topic 

only, that is power politics.” 

 

Martin considers Sachlichkeit as an impossibly “clean” space of discussion, in which 

stereotypes, power, and the past do not interfere. The word sterile draws an image of a 

microscopically clean area, ridden of all sorts of entanglements. Martin does not believe 

in this ahistoric space from which the Holocaust is expelled, but criticises these 

demands as exerting power. He brings back human actors, intertwined with an 

unsterile complex social reality. For him, the Holocaust is anywhere there in the back of 

one's head, inseparably connecting past, present, and the self. He takes a different 

stance in the memory discourse, against the simplification of social reality implied in 

demands for Sachlichkeit. 

 Evening school student Natalya was 25 years of age when I met her, born in the 

Middle East, and came to Germany as a refugee when she was a child. She could not 

imagine that closure needs to be brought to the past, but she noticed that her fellow 

students who are native-born Germans feel such a need. “Do you think closure needs to 

be brought to the past? Or will it end automatically...?”, I asked her. She replied: 

 

“I wouldn't know why. Because those times led to the present. It's part of it. I also 

wouldn't cut off an arm because I don't like it that much and I don't want to see 

it. It belongs to me! Only because I don't like it. Only with the arm I'm whole […]. 

I wish that we would hear a bit more about it, but also more relaxed. So that the 

Germans don't feel like, like they don't want to talk about it, because they feel 

guilty.” 
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In Natalya's view, the selective forgetting demanded by some of her peers concerning 

the Holocaust is impossible, because of the intricate connections between past and 

present. Where Martin depicted these as the unsterile social environment, Natalya 

describes them as part of the self. Cutting the past off appears like hurting oneself, 

ridding oneself of a vital part of what makes one a person. Not only is such a separation 

impossible, it is deeply hurtful. Natalya suspects feelings of guilt as the reason to 

undertake such futile attempts. 

Tour guide Tina, aged 28, had recently graduated from university, was now 

working as an intern and looking for a paid job. She said about the demands to relegate 

the Holocaust: 

 

“How is this supposed to work? A person can only decide this for herself. And I 

don't even feel I can decide this rationally. How is a politician going to decide this 

for me? Maybe time is going to do this, that it loses relevance. But maybe there 

will always be someone who will say, there was this and this! There is no final 

line of separation […]. Maybe it's because of a feeling of guilt that you don't want 

to have. But no one can just take that away from you, by just saying it is enough. 

It's not like anyone told me, you, Tina, have to feel guilty. That just happened, 

because you, you think about it [...]. You can't just put an end to it like this.” 

 

Tina sounded upset. In her account, the Holocaust appears as distributed and spread 

out, entangled in the complexities of social reality. It cannot be controlled by banning it 

from a place. The incomprehensibility of social and historical dynamics does not scare 

her. Tina also does not consider guilt as a threat. According to her, feelings of guilt 

develop internally, “because you think about it”. She relocates the effects of the 

Holocaust back into the self. For her, it is not a capacity of the Holocaust that she feels 

guilty. Her view, just like Martin’s and Natalya’s, proposes a different stance in the 

memory discourse, critical of the simplification that accompanies agency attribution. It 

deconstructs the image of the Holocaust as a threatening entity with agency. Instead, 

the Holocaust appears as inter-personal and intra-personal. 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, I have showed how museum tour guides and evening school students, 

both groups of young German adults in Cologne, position themselves in a politically 

and emotionally charged discourse on the memory of the German Nazi past. They 

perceived the Holocaust as a powerful threat and potential accusation. They tended to 
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abstract this threat and create narratives that disconnect it from human actors, just like 

Martin Walser did in 1998 in his infamous Paulskirchen speech, and other German 

politicians and journalists before and after him. At the expense of acknowledging the 

often overwhelming incomprehensibility of social life, the young German adults 

attributed a human-like agency to the Holocaust, and narrated it as capable of 

intervening in debates, stopping discussions, and having major impacts on political 

decisions. 

Thus, not only objects of the material environment, as imagined by Ingold (2007: 

S30-1), or things and ideas (Gell 1998: 17) can be endowed with agency, but also the 

dynamics of the social world. The material presented here illustrates this process in the 

German memory discourse. 

Both students and tour guides demanded to limit the Holocaust’s power by 

relegating it to ‘appropriate’ places and banning it from others. They perceived guilt as 

contributing to the threatening power of the Holocaust, and to the need to limit and 

control it. Portraying the Holocaust as such a powerful entity leads to vagueness in 

discussing its effects, and in neglecting the close intertwinement of one's self with the 

past, thus effectively promoting social forgetting. Forgetting, as Brockmeier (2002: 25) 

claims, is not simply the counterpart of remembering, but mediated and “negotiated in 

the interplay between social and individual organization of memory” (2002: 32). Just 

like ZEIT commentator Harpprecht criticised Walser for not specifying what exactly he 

meant with the “routine of threat”, some young Germans deconstructed the 

Holocaust's agency by describing its effects as parts of themselves, and by 

acknowledging the complexity of social and historical dynamics. They spoke out 

against attempts to limit the Holocaust’s power, and resisted the mechanisms of 

forgetting. If such mechanisms of agency attribution promote social forgetting also in 

other cases than the German one will need to be shown by future research. 
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Chapter 5 

Stuck in the Bones: Bodily Discomfort, Young 

Germans, and the Holocaust20 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract  Against the backdrop of the controversial Holocaust memorial culture in 

Germany today, this article explores how contemporary young German adults in 

Cologne frequently express bodily discomfort with their relationship to the German 

past, especially when confronted with discourses of horror, responsibility, and German 

guilt. Expressions of bodily discomfort were closely associated with political 

discomfort, expressions of political criticism, and the attempt of the young adults to 

situate themselves in competing discourses. In these dynamics, bodily experience bore 

witness of the connection between self and social body, and performative body 

metaphors reinforced it. Both in resisting and supporting Holocaust memorial culture, 

the young adults were found to attempt to shape the social body according to their 

convictions. 

Keywords  bodily discomfort, body metaphors, embodiment, Germany, Holocaust 

memorial culture, memory, young German adults 
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Introduction 

The Holocaust continues to be a compelling topic in contemporary Germany, engaging 

the government and the public in commemorative culture and policies that deal with 

the heritage of the German past (Auswärtiges Amt 2013; Gay 2003; Harjes 2005; Meseth 

2012). The topic also moves people individually, visible in accounts of contemporary 

Germans coming to terms with their family history (Bar-On 2004; Brunner and von 

Seltmann 2006; Ludin 2005; Senfft 2008), and by public figures and grass-roots 

commemorative initiatives (Pickford 2005; tagesschau.de 2015). Holocaust memorial 

culture is expected to educate democratic citizens, avoid future breaches of human 

rights, and create a sense of historical responsibility and empathy towards the victims 

(IHRA 2015; Kößler 2006: 173ff; Meseth 2012: 19f). But these expectations are not 

always met. Educational and commemorative initiatives often only manage to induce 

boredom, annoyance, or even anger in their respective German audiences 

(Bertelsmann-Stiftung 2015; Geil 2006; Kößler 2006: 184; Meseth 2012: 28; 

SpiegelOnline 2015).  

During my ethnographic field research in Cologne with young German adults, I 

noticed that the tour guides and students with whom I worked often expressed bodily 

and political discomfort concerning their relationship to the Holocaust. Bodily 

discomfort featured strongly especially in situations where the young adults felt 

confronted with discourses of horror, responsibility, and German guilt. Such 

discomfort, I found, entangles individual and social body, experience and language. In 

this article, I will explore this discomfort, and show that experiences and expressions of 

discomfort are both reinforcement and function of the connection between the self and 

the social body, and facilitate the expression of political demands and criticism. I will 

analyze the causes for the emergence of discomfort among young adults, look at their 

situation in various competing discourses, and investigate how the degree of control 

they felt impacted their experience of discomfort. This analysis of bodily discomfort in 

the relationship of young German adults with the Holocaust will explore how bodily 

discomfort, language, and experience are intertwined, and shed light onto underlying 

causes for resistance and anger towards Holocaust memorial culture. 

 

Young German adults in Cologne 

The research presented here is part of an ethnographic study I conducted in Cologne 

from April to December 2013. I collected data through participant observation, 

interviews, and informal conversations in two settings. The first setting was the 
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Documentation Center for National Socialism21 (NS-DOK), a museum and memorial in 

the city center of Cologne. I engaged in research activities with the museum educator 

and eight tour guides, who were students or university graduates of the Humanities and 

Social Sciences between 25 and 32 years of age. I accompanied the guides on their tours 

through the museum and Cologne, interviewed them, and participated in museum 

activities such as workshops and meetings. The second research setting was formed by 

two high schools for adult education in Cologne. I participated in various classes on the 

topic of National Socialism and Holocaust. Among them were two German literature 

courses, which I visited a few times, and a history course in which I participated in the 

five weekly lessons over a period of three months. I interviewed nine students in the 

history course (which had 10 to 12 regular students) and engaged in many informal 

conversations in the school yard. The students in class were between 24 and 30 years of 

age, one student was 38. Some of them worked full time, others had dropped out of 

school before and wanted to graduate at a later stage in life. Some aimed to improve 

their qualification and be more successful in their profession, others wanted to attend 

university. One half of the class had immigrant backgrounds from different countries 

in Southern and Eastern Europe, Northern Africa and the Middle East. 

 I conducted the interviews in my native language, German, which made access 

to the research participants easy and facilitated mutual understanding. As I am German 

myself, and born in the 1980s, I was close to the tour guides and students not only in 

terms of language, but also in age, and familiar with many of their experiences growing 

up with the commemorative culture in Germany. 

 Most of the people I engaged with in Cologne were born in the 1980s, an age-

group that grew up with recurring debates about the legacy of the Holocaust in Germany 

and the contemporary moral responsibilities. The historians’ debate in 1982/83 

occupied the minds of journalists, philosophers, and historians in disputing the 

comparability of the Holocaust (cf. Maier 1998). The period between 1982 and 1998 was 

characterized by German chancellor Helmut Kohl’s attempt to ‘normalize’ Germany, 

and improve the country’s international reputation (Geyer 1996: 189ff). In 1996, the 

Goldhagen controversy raised the issue of the involvement of ordinary Germans in 

genocide (Rosenfeld 1999), and a long debate surrounded the Memorial to the 

Murdered Jews of Europe between 1988 and its final erection in Berlin in 2005, centering 

around the necessity of the memorial, its form, and its costs (Gay 2003). 

 Young adults living in Germany today, and as such also the groups with whom I 

engaged in Cologne, grew up with these debates in the media. Their relation to the past 

is ambiguous, simultaneously close and distant. Often, they have strong memories of 

                                                           
21 Located in the El-De-Haus, funded by the city of Cologne and supported by the public organization 'Friends of 

the El-De-Haus'. See http://www.museenkoeln.de/ns-dok/. 
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their grandparents’ war stories, or of meeting Holocaust survivors at school excursions. 

Studies found that the Nazi past still has a strong influence on this generation. Welzer 

(2002: 46-55, 61ff) showed that many young Germans want to see their grandparents in 

a favorable light, and tend to exaggerate or even invent positive memories. On the other 

hand, National Socialism is distant from their everyday realities, and studies repeatedly 

report a lack of interest or resistance against learning about the topic among younger 

generations (Gryglewski 2013: 23-25; Heyl 2013: 247; Meseth 2012: 27f.). Whatever 

their personal connection to the Holocaust, all of the groups I engaged with were 

intimately familiar with the discourse of German guilt, resonating with observations of 

other researchers (Assmann 2006; Moses 2007; Proske 2012). 

 

The uncomfortable Holocaust 

Remembering the Holocaust has been called the new “civil religion” (Probst 2003) of 

the Western world, an “integral part of German national identity” (Wittlinger 2006: 

201), but also an Unmasterable Past (Maier 1998) for contemporary German society. It 

plays a significant role in German politics, reflected in the prosecution of Nazi 

perpetrators (dpa 2014), in the financial recompensation of victim groups, in 

diplomatic relations to Israel, and in the support of educational and commemorative 

initiatives (Auswärtiges Amt 2013; tagesschau.de 2015). But the commemoration of the 

past in Germany is controversial. Apart from young people resisting lessons on 

National Socialism (Heyl 2013; Kößler 2006: 184; Meseth 2012: 28), demands for 

recompensation trigger the anger of the German public (SpiegelOnline 2015), and 

commemorative initiatives are greeted with fatigue and annoyance by parts of the 

population (Bertelsmann-Stiftung 2015; Geil 2006). 

The challenging nature of relating to the German past creates discomfort, which 

entangles individual bodily discomfort, and discomfort with political, social, and 

historical issues. Bodily discomfort is expressed in German public discourse and by 

individual Germans. Thus, German journalist and historian Augstein (2002: 221f) 

writes: “The ‘memory’, when you encounter it in full gear, does not argue, it strikes 

hard. National Socialism is the lump that is stuck in the Federal Republic’s throat”22. 

Similarly, in the nation-wide published German newspaper DIE ZEIT, Ulrich (2012) 

describes the Germans’ relation to their national past also as a painful presence in the 

body: “A wound remains”. 

The notion of discomfort concerning the Holocaust has been discussed by scholars 

such as Carrier (2005) and Till (2005) in their studies of Holocaust memorials in Berlin. 

                                                           
22 All quotes from German sources, such as newspapers and books, and quotes from people with whom I 

engaged during my field research in Cologne were translated from German by the author. 
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Carrier (2005: 130) describes the Memorial for the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin 

as “a maze without a centre and without the purpose of getting out again, this grid is 

designed to arouse a sense of instability by defying the spectators’ natural desire to 

understand the monument”. This sense of instability is intentionally caused as a 

physical, bodily experience of discomfort, as “the actual sense of disorder which 

overcomes the individual once inside the grid” (Carrier 2005: 130). Till (2005: 151) 

assumes that memorials such as the Topography of Terror, a site in Berlin documenting 

Holocaust perpetrator history, purposefully create places where people can experience 

discomfort. She says that people “made places as open wounds in the city to remind 

them of their hauntings and to feel uncomfortable” (Till 2005: 11). She claims that this 

memorial site is a “wound … kept open as an uncomfortable site of experience, 

interpretation, and meaning” (Till 2005: 102). 

This bodily sense of discomfort entangles history, the individual and the social 

body: it is produced by the intricate connections and interactions between them. These 

intertwined relationships have been discussed by scholars such as Foucault (1977), and 

Scheper-Hughes and Lock (1987). Foucault (1977) considers the body as historicized 

into which power relations are inscribed. Through the institutionalized enforcement of 

discipline, such as torture, prison, or school (Foucault 1977: 35, 176, 242), Foucault 

(1977: 177, 203) argues that histories of surveillance become integrated into the body 

and rendered invisible. The link between the body and society has been explained by 

Scheper-Hughes’ and Lock’s (1987: 7) notion of the social body. They describe the body 

as a “cognitive map” (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987: 19) for thinking about social 

relations, and discuss bodily experiences as societal representations. I share Scheper-

Hughes’ and Lock’s (1987: 7) perspective of the body as “simultaneously a physical and 

symbolic artifact, as both naturally and culturally produced, and as securely anchored 

in a particular historical moment”. I thus take discussions of bodily discomfort in 

Germany in relation to the Holocaust as never only being either about the individual 

body or society, but as intertwining both. 

I will discuss bodily discomfort both as a property of individual bodily experience, 

and as a property of language. On the level of bodily experience, I address expressions 

of individual perceptions, feelings, and lived experiences, what Scheper-Hughes and 

Lock (1987: 7) call “the individual body, understood in the phenomenological sense of 

the lived experience of the body-self”. On the level of language, I will address bodily 

terminology as performative metaphors that work as speech acts, meaning that in using 

them, one is “doing something rather than merely saying something” (Austin 2013: 22 

- emphasis in original). Body metaphors describe something with reference to the 

domain of the body (Jackson 1983; Kirmayer 1992; Lakoff and Johnson 1980). I consider 

the use of such metaphors in describing entanglements of self, history, and society as 

performative acts that introduce and reinforce notions of bodiliness in such relations. 
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The image of society as a body gives rise to preoccupations with the health and 

cleanliness of the social body, accompanied by the desire to ‘cleanse’ the social body of 

what is considered as out of place, as Douglas (1973) showed. Also Scheper-Hughes and 

Lock (1987: 20) remark about the “frequently encountered symbolic equations between 

conceptions of the healthy body and the healthy society, as well as the diseased body 

and the malfunctioning society”. While Douglas (1973) claimed bodily metaphors to be 

“natural symbols” for describing self-society relations, Bauman (1989: 71) criticized 

this as modernist notion which ultimately enables racist politics and crimes such as the 

Holocaust, and Foucault (1978: 140) saw this as bio-power, employing “numerous and 

diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and the control of 

populations”. I will show that many expressions of bodily discomfort are also normative 

statements. They can serve to express societal criticism by depicting the body as 

damaged, and communicate how the social body should look like.  

I suggest a model that categorizes bodily discomfort in a matrix. The quality of 

discomfort is located on one axis: the discomfort can thus either be an individual bodily 

lived experienced, similar to Carrier’s (2005: 130) sense of discomfort. Alternatively, the 

discomfort can be more cognitive, expressed in language as a performative body 

metaphor related to the German social body. Two different causes of discomfort are 

located on the second axis: It can be caused either by an uncomfortable presence inside 

the body, or by an aggressive attack onto the body. In all of these cases, bodily 

discomfort is associated with political discomfort. This differentiation is analytical. In 

social reality, both are intertwined, and expressing discomfort with the Holocaust can 

relate to a bodily lived experience and reinforce the social body via performative 

metaphors at the same time. 

 

Comfort and discomfort in Cologne 

Proximity to issues concerning the Holocaust was prone to cause bodily discomfort 

among the young German adults with whom I engaged during my research in Cologne, 

especially when they struggled with discourses of horror, responsibility, and German 

guilt. I was used to this kind of discomfort from discussions with German peers and 

family. Mentioning my research project had already caused a fellow German PhD to 

almost choke on her food, and exclaim with surprise: “Oh wow! Interesting...”, and it 

often caused German acquaintances to gasp for air and display a slightly shocked face 

before they replied. The presence of the Holocaust seemed to create a sensation of not 

feeling at ease in their own skin among young German adults, and also among the 

students and tour guides in Cologne. This lack of comfort was observable in visceral 

reactions like lowered eyes, ducking, contorted faces, a changed voice, or wincing when 

the Holocaust was mentioned. But it was also present in language related to the social 
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body: the young adults described the Holocaust as a weight on their (German) 

shoulders or a wound, and its use as political argument as a blow by a bludgeon. 

Discomfort was present differently in the museum and in the evening school. In 

the NS-DOK, the atmosphere was quiet, serious, and a bit heavy. Facts, dates, 

anecdotes, and photographs dominated the exhibition. Each room in the exhibition was 

dedicated to a different topic and a different time, such as the lives of children and 

teenagers in Nazi Germany, the seizure of power through the Nazis, and the different 

victim groups. It did not intentionally make you feel uncomfortable. One tour guide said 

that it is a rather cold museum that does not provoke emotions on purpose, which he 

saw as a positive thing. Still, the seriousness of the building, in the cellar of which 

people were tortured and executed, influenced the atmosphere. The museum educator 

told me that she has to keep a certain distance to not be overwhelmed by the topic. She 

told me about the other employees of the museum: 

 

I observe the historians here, how they work with the topic. It’s funny, those who 

work more on the one side, Hitler Youth, obligatory agricultural service 

[Pflichtlandjahr], and such things, who read a lot of National Socialist ideology, 

they have a very weird way of dealing with it, a very dark humor. They adopt the 

NS terminology and play around with it. If someone was entering here without 

knowing where they are, they could really get scared. And those here who work 

with victim history, they are ill really often. Problems with the shoulders, often 

also long-term. 

 

It is not easy to deal with the horror of the topic on a daily basis. The museum educator 

sees the damage it does to the museum workers’ bodies. The tour guides confirmed that 

the work is challenging. They said they found ways to keep their distance in order to 

avoid too much discomfort. Avoiding discomfort was also the museum educator’s 

approach to guiding tours for the mostly teenaged visitors. Too much sadness and 

discomfort, she claimed, impedes learning. The tour guides took her approach to heart: 

they did everything to counter the all too frequent educational approaches that try to 

communicate moral lessons about German responsibility by making the students feel 

bad. 

At the evening school, the atmosphere was more relaxed. As lessons were in the 

evening, and for most students after a day of work, many were tired. Still, there was lots 

of laughing, joking and flirting, and talking about homework and exams. The history 

lessons were lively, and the students enjoyed the discussions. The teacher made an 

effort to create a historical consciousness without using moral pressure. Sometimes he 



111 
 

found it difficult to maintain this balance, he told me, and I could sense his discomfort. 

The students liked the teacher, felt respected by him, and felt comfortable in class to say 

and ask anything. Many students, however, were familiar with other teaching practices: 

they complained about former history teachers who tried to make them feel guilty, a 

notion which they strongly refuted and which caused them major discomfort. 

Uncomfortable situations in class occurred. In discussions with one particularly well-

read student, the teacher sometimes felt he needed to assert moral limits. This same 

student was almost suspended from school the year before, as I learned later, for racist 

remarks. In class he never said anything racist, but the teacher found it difficult to deal 

with him. Witnessing these discussions was uncomfortable for me, and also for others. 

One student, Emre, suffered from almost constant discomfort. The topic moved him 

strongly, and he quickly got upset in class, either because he could not handle the 

historical facts, or because he did not agree with the opinion of others. He said: 

 

I find him [the teacher] really alright, you noticed that. If not, I would have 

criticized him, I would have said, that is not possible! (LJK: What would be things 

you would criticize?) Like when I notice that it’s only shallow facts, or if there 

were hidden justifications, then I would have a problem. If there was, like, a 

certain understanding, like we were not guilty, if I had noticed that, then I would 

have reacted. Or if there was too much space for negative statements. Or if he had 

said, like, yes I also have…, then I would have… until the school’s director [his 

voice is ironic]! Yes ok, everyone has their opinions, but that this space does not 

become bigger. One student started, and it went on and on, and I was so upset! 

But then the teacher did not give that much space.  

 

Emre is glad that the teacher sets moral limits. This also contains his own discomfort. 

Most students, however, were relaxed in class. Discomfort only took over when the 

teacher showed a documentary about the Nazi reign in Cologne: “That was really 

shocking, turns you into a zombie, like lifeless […]. That was really the point when I 

said, if I ever hear anyone deny the Holocaust, I’ll beat the shit out of them, honestly. 

That was really tough,” said student Fatma about the movie. 

Discomfort, thus, was present in both the museum and the evening school, and 

mostly in situations characterized by encounters with the horrors of the Nazi crimes 

and the suffering of the victims, and with the moral responsibility of Germany and 

Germans. 

 

Cologne stories: The Holocaust in our bones and limbs 
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Historical facts and analytical discussions dominated the guided tours in the museum, 

as well as history lessons at the evening school. In the interviews, I talked with the tour 

guides and students about their personal experiences, especially the difficulties in their 

relationships to the Holocaust and the Second World War. They often discussed these 

in terms of bodily discomfort, especially when criticizing discourses of German 

responsibility and guilt. Bodily discomfort was present in their accounts of personal 

experiences, and in terms of a language of body metaphors referring to a German 

collective. Frequently, these were closely intertwined and almost indistinguishable. 

Two different causes for discomfort emerged: the location of the past in the body, and 

the past as aggressive attack onto the body. Having grown up in Germany, exposed to 

the same media and discourse, I understood their language intuitively. Their 

discussions of bodily discomfort were not limited to the domain of the body: they were 

intertwined with political opinions and societal issues. In the following two 

subsections, I will discuss ethnographic material from Cologne’s young adults 

according to the matrix of language-experience and cause of discomfort. 

 

History inside the body 

In history classes at the evening school I had come to know Sandra23 for her rational, 

down-to-earth attitude and calm demeanor. When others got excited and started to 

argue, Sandra remained relaxed and friendly. She was 30 years old, born in Cologne, 

and had grown up in a rural area close to Cologne. The Holocaust was a topic she took 

seriously, and she did not like it when people made jokes about it. When I asked her 

which lessons at school she found the most interesting, she complained about my 

choice of words: “interesting is a weird word, it implies that maybe you could support 

it in a certain way. But it is difficult to find the right word, also fascinating is completely 

wrong.” She seemed to find it hard and at times uncomfortable to deal with the topic, 

and remarked that “unfortunately it’s part of our history and we have to live with it, have 

to make the best of it, and also if it doesn’t concern us personally, we have to take it 

seriously.” During the interview, it became clear that Sandra is a patriotic German who 

feels she cannot express her patriotism openly, an issue that causes her bodily 

discomfort. When I asked her if she would say openly that she loves Germany, she said 

that she does “not have that courage”, only on rare occasions, like the soccer 

championship. To my question whether she would feel comfortable to say ‘I love 

Cologne’, she replied: 

 

                                                           
23 All the names of people I engaged with during my field research in Cologne have been changed, gender has 

been randomized. 
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Of course, everyone shows that, that’s not problematic. You see it on every car! 

But that is also only a small city in Germany. I think this starts small. First, I love 

the small city, then maybe Nordrhein-Westfalen [the federal state in which 

Cologne lies], and other states. And then maybe at some point they stand behind 

the whole country. It starts small. You start coming out slowly… I think this will 

change. Maybe in fifty years everyone will say, I love Germany. Now it starts with 

Cologne, but one day people will stand by their country. Maybe it’s like this 

because of this background, that you still feel this weight on your shoulders. [She 

ducked her head and gestured towards her shoulders] Even though it shouldn’t 

be like that. 

 

Sandra described a discomfort bodily pressing down on the shoulders that keeps her, 

or Germans in general, from openly expressing patriotism. Like many other young 

adults I talked to, Sandra referred vaguely to the German past, as ‘this background’, and 

‘this weight’, without being specific. Most likely, she refers to a fuzzy intertwinement 

of National Socialism and the Holocaust, commemorative culture and politics, and the 

discourse about historical responsibility. 

‘This background’ explained for Sandra the weight on her shoulders. A weight 

on the shoulders is also a metaphor for a burden one carries, and possibly refers to the 

Nazi crimes and the discourse of German guilt. Historical horror and guilt as a weight 

on the shoulders are a recurring motif in German discourse, present e.g. in the title of 

German-Jewish journalist Giordano’s (2000) book “The second guilt or on the 

burden/weight [German original: Last] to be German” about Germans who reject 

responsibility for dealing with past crimes. The discourse of guilt tends to be present in 

conversations about the Holocaust also between the lines, as Proske’s (2012) study 

about German classroom conversations goes to show. Sandra linked her bodily 

discomfort to a political discomfort – her perception of a German patriotism inhibited 

by commemorative culture, thus performing the connection between her individual 

body and a collective German body. 

Sandra assumed a similar discomfort for most Germans, and a similar wish for 

redemption through collective patriotism. While her gestures of ducking and pointing 

to her shoulders relate to her own body, the distinction between herself and other 

Germans is blurred. The individual and the social body, discussed by Scheper-Hughes 

and Lock (1987: 7) as different aspects of one entity, are for Sandra the same. What she 

feels, bodily, weighs down the country. Her bodily experience is simultaneously 

individual and social, and her expression of discomfort a normative statement about 

how the German social body should be: unburdened. 
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This stance was quite common among the young Germans I worked with. Tour 

guide Karina said about Germany’s relation to patriotism and the past that there is the 

“need to be a bit more light-hearted”, and evening school student Adrian said that “it 

[the Holocaust] happened and you can’t change it, but you shouldn’t burden yourself 

with guilt”. This, however, seems to be easier said than done. Thus, Sandra complained 

about hesitant German politicians’ when it comes to involving the military. She said that 

“they hesitate, because it’s stuck in one’s bones and limbs, and because it can be 

associated with the killing of many good people”. The German metaphor of something 

being stuck in your bones and limbs, in den Knochen und Gliedern stecken, transfers 

the notion of an uncomfortable experience or memory that you cannot shake off, and at 

the same time it locates something deep inside one’s body. This statement moves 

further away from Sandra’s personal bodily experience, towards a discomfort of the 

social body, and employs body metaphors to express political issues. The past as stuck 

inside the German body is a metaphor for the continuous, in Sandra’s eyes 

uncomfortable, impact of the Nazi past.  

In unison with an increasingly strong German discourse on positive patriotism 

(Schrag 2009), Sandra mentioned that she wants Germany to act stronger 

internationally. She is however not as solidly situated in this discourse as in the 

discourse of horror and guilt, and is thus, from within her own subjectivity (her bones, 

limbs, and shoulders), constantly and uncomfortably reminded of a discourse she is 

actually critical of. 

Museum tour guide24 Martin told me about a different experience of discomfort. 

He was 31 years of age, and originally from Southern Germany, and had been working 

as a tour guide for two years. The German past had always been an important topic for 

him, and already during high school he went to anti-fascism demonstrations. When I 

met him, he was politically active against racism, and involved in volunteering with 

refugees in Cologne. His goal was to be a responsive and respectful tour guide. He said 

that “mostly I manage to create a good connection to the pupils, and they listen to what 

I say […]. Often they would come with an attitude of rejecting everything, or with 

insecurities, but if I do a good job, they’ll start to be into it and open up after a few 

minutes”. But sometimes a good connection would make it hard for Martin to deal with 

the discomfort of the horrible past he has to talk about, and he is moved to tears. He 

said:  

 

                                                           
24 All the tour guides involved in the research work at the El-De-Haus, the Documentation Centre for National 

Socialism in Cologne. 
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I know this, sometimes it just comes over me, in unexpected situations. And then 

I have to control myself strongly in order to suppress it. Sure, that’s why I build 

routines into my tours, and then I just press play. Usually that works well, but 

sometimes there are moments, and that depends on the reactions of the people. 

When they are moved, I am moved, too, or on my mood. But I don’t even know if 

that’s a problem. I don’t know if you have to control this, generally, if that’s 

desirable. Somehow I think it’s good to keep this wound open. 

 

Martin described this personal experience of discomfort as an open wound. Similar to 

Sandra, much of what Martin said remains implicit. ‘It’, which comes over him and 

moves him strongly, ‘it’ that needs or does not need to be controlled, and ‘this wound’ 

are vaguely connected. Similarly to Sandra, he generalizes from his own experience: “I 

don’t know if you have to control this, generally” (emphasis added). 

His viewpoint was rarer among the young adults I encountered in Cologne, but 

still shared by some. Thus, evening school student Emre said about remembering the 

Holocaust: “I hope people won’t distance themselves from it emotionally … I hope that 

also in 1000 years people will understand it, so that no more people will have to die.” 

And museum intern Tina said that “maybe it will lose relevance, that’s possible… and 

I’m a bit scared of that, because some people say it’s a taboo to be patriotic… I’ve the 

feeling that people need more categories nowadays, racism increases, and maybe it’ll 

be problematic if the past will be cut off”. 

Personal experience and body metaphors are closely intertwined in Martin’s 

statement. His lived experience of being moved is central, and he connects it to the body 

metaphor of the wound. Martin also talked about the wound as “this thing that keeps 

society awake at night”. He said that “maybe it is good, that it stands there as something 

that happened, and to which you are continuously thrown back to, without being able 

to appropriately deal with it”. With this body metaphor, Martin introduces a connection 

between self and social body – a connection I am sure he would actually be critical of, as 

he considers himself an anarchist and told me once that he “does not feel part of this 

German collective” and would be in favor of “getting rid of nation states”.  

My research participants often described bringing up the Holocaust as ‘turning 

the knife in the wound’, das Messer in der Wunde umdrehen. The wound describes a 

body which is not whole. Like Sandra, Martin exerts power from below (cf. Foucault 

1978: 94) in making normative claims about German bodies: he is in favor of keeping 

the wound open, he wants society to keep confronting the past. Even though Martin’s 

demands are opposed to Sandra’s, both are aimed at shaping the social body. Also 

Martin, by experiencing pain and wanting to keep the wound open, reinforces the 

connection between self and social body. He manages to a certain extent to control his 
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discomfort through routines and suppressing unwanted influence. But, in opposition 

to Sandra’s case, these discourses of pain are also not discourses he criticizes. His 

discomfort might increase when he faces, for example, discourses that Sandra favors. 

 

History attacks the body 

Deniz, tour guide at the NS-DOK, aged 32 and working in academia, was an enthusiastic 

interview partner. His way of guiding tours was probably the most entertaining that I 

saw, and he also admitted that apart from trying to meet the teenagers at eye-level and 

talk in their language, he also wants to enjoy himself while guiding tours. As a historian, 

the Holocaust was important for him individually and professionally, but he also 

complained about a lack of patriotic pride in Germany. He said that he enjoyed the 

soccer championship, when not only right-wing Germans showed flags: “Everyone did 

it, and had a feeling of pride, and also showed it… . For the first time, there was a feeling 

of unity”. When I asked him if and how the appearance of the Holocaust influences 

political discussions, he gestured wildly:  

 

Of course! You immediately adhere to certain patterns. People right away take a 

stand. Everyone knows how to behave … . It’s a strong argument. It’s like, 

baaaammm, you’re slapped right in the face, you gotta swallow that [German 

original: Das kriegst du erst mal vor den Latz geknallt, das musst du erstmal 

schlucken]. [He moved back like he just got slapped, his face distorted with 

theatrical shock] And then you’re caught up in these patterns, maybe also your 

own patterns of thought. You are not free any more. 

 

In this example, the Holocaust has a violent effect on the body. Contrary to a wound and 

a burden, a slap is not a presence in the body, but an aggressive attack from the outside, 

creating strong bodily discomfort. This aggression is associated with restraining effects 

on Deniz’ mind. Deniz describes his personal experience of being attacked. He 

exemplifies this with his own body, creating the sense of a strong individual, bodily 

experience. 

 Just before the statement above, Deniz said: “You know how you have to 

behave … . That you are not allowed to say anything negative against Jews or Israel. Well 

just no criticism at all”. He assumes that the Holocaust, and possibly implicit discourses 

of historical responsibility and guilt, restrain criticism toward Israel and Jews, and 

perceives the German past as restraining his own freedom to think and express himself 

openly. This causes him bodily discomfort. Even though studies have shown that the 
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media criticize no other country as often as Israel, the assertion of such a taboo persists 

in German public discourse (Schwarz-Friesel and Reinharz 2013: 196-197). For Deniz, 

being reminded of the Holocaust from the outside is the cause for his discomfort. He 

experiences this as a bodily attack and behaves accordingly as subject of a discourse 

where historical responsibility obliges all Germans. 

 Also in Deniz’ statement the boundaries between himself and other Germans are 

blurred. He talks about ‘everyone’, and ‘you’, using the German impersonal 3rd person 

pronoun ‘man’, thus projecting his bodily discomfort on Germans in general. Deniz 

does not distinguish between his bodily discomfort, the discomfort of others, and 

political discomfort. He literally and bodily performs the connection between his 

individual and the German social body by acting out the ‘slap’. Such an ‘attack’ on the 

social body permeates the connection between self and social body and hits him, 

personally, in the face. In contrast to Martin, Deniz does not manage or control this 

connection. Deniz is overwhelmed by the experience of discomfort and the perceived 

external reminders of discourses of historical responsibility and guilt and the taboo of 

criticism. 

 

Student Peter felt uncomfortable with the role of the German past in the political 

realm. He was 30 years of age, and had two little kids. I met him in the German literature 

class that I visited only a few times. He was an active participant, and frequently 

emphasized that not all Germans were Nazis. In one lesson, when a text by Hanna 

Arendt about post-war Germany was discussed, he thought that her description of 

Germany was too negative and generalizing, and found it unlikely that all Germans 

rejected responsibility for the Holocaust. He mentioned to me that he participates in 

anti-racism demonstrations and feels responsible to fight right wing extremism. Peter 

said that the Holocaust is mentioned time and again in the political realm to keep 

Germans’ feelings of guilt alive, even though he thought Germany had done enough to 

compensate for the past and show remorse. He explained: 

 

Yeah, I find that it’s too easy to always connect everything to our genocide, which 

is also long behind us. It’s too one-sided. Because politicians today, they only 

experienced this as babies … . De facto, they don’t have anything to do with it. 

But I have the feeling that the wound is pierced again and again, if anything 

happens to the disadvantage of the Jewish or Muslim belief. 

 

Piercing an old wound is a hurtful bodily attack causing unnecessary repeated pain. In 

Peter’s remark, pain and the physical discomfort of ‘piercing’ serve as a metaphor 
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associated with political discomfort, with ‘our’ genocide, and the presumed political 

interests of Jews and Muslims. Peter uses the piercing of the wound as a body metaphor 

to express his political discomfort with what he perceives as the protection of minority 

rights of Jews and Muslims in Germany as based on the German past. This criticism 

corresponds to what is also called the “instrumentalization” of the Holocaust, a 

discourse claiming that Germans are victimized, and that Germany is kept (too) weak 

on the international stage due to its historical guilt (Knischewski and Spittler 2005: 37; 

Moses 2007a: 151). That contemporary German politicians “only experienced this as 

babies” also hints at the discourse of German guilt: Peter implies that politicians cannot 

be held accountable personally, and thus should not be manipulated into protecting 

minority rights by piercing the wound “again and again”, in his view.  

 Through the lack of distinction between his own discomfort and the larger 

German society, including politicians and political decisions, Peter performs and 

reinforces the social body and his part in it. With “our genocide” (emphasis added) he 

includes himself. The piercing of the wound is not assigned to anyone specifically, but 

it causes discomfort to all who have part in the social German body: he, other Germans, 

and unspecified politicians. Later in the conversation, Peter said:  

 

If in my house I’m being insulted as ‘Nazi’, when I asked our non-German 

neighbors to turn down the volume after 8 or 9 pm … , then I don’t have much 

courage to say that it will stop at some point. Of course I hope something will 

change in the heads of the others. Because I think in the heads of the Germans it 

mostly did … . 

 

Here, again, Peter reinforces the social body by turning his uncomfortable experience 

into an issue of all Germans. The rude reaction by his neighbor led Peter to conclusions 

about society at large – that “it” will never stop, presumably the repeated piercing of the 

wound. Peter does not mention any element of control or critical questioning of the 

employed discourse.  The insult of his neighbor seemed to “pierce” Peter’s wound, and 

simultaneously became a blueprint for what, in Peter’s eyes, is wrong with society. Peter 

immediately experienced himself as part of the German social body, and embodied a 

discourse where historical responsibility can be used against him. Even though he is 

opposed to this discourse, he could not choose otherwise. This discourse is such a big 

part of his subjectivity that minor triggers sufficed to activate it. 

 Both Peter and Deniz described the discomfort they experienced as an attack on 

the body through perceived expectations or reminders concerning Holocaust memorial 

culture from the outside, thereby associating bodily and political discomfort. 



119 
 

Describing the bringing up of the past as an attack on the body is inherently normative. 

The attack is depicted as not legitimate, and Peter and Deniz take the place of hurt 

bodies, individually and socially, pierced and slapped. Being reminded of guilt or a 

responsibility that restrains their actions creates a strong sense of discomfort for them. 

This experience bears witness of a strong connection between self and social body that 

does not allow for any element of management or control. Its expression is a convincing 

and reinforcing performance of the social body and a normative statement about how 

they would like to see German bodies: intact, undamaged, and not burdened with the 

past from the outside. 

 

Conclusion 

In spite of efforts on many levels in German society and from the German government 

to confront and take responsibility for the German Nazi past (Auswärtiges Amt 2013; 

dpa 2014; Pickford 2005; tagesschau.de 2015), resistance against Holocaust memorial 

culture is also omnipresent in contemporary German society (Bertelsmann-Stiftung 

2015; Geil 2006; Gryglewski 2013: 23-25; Heyl 2013: 247; Kößler 2006: 184; Meseth 

2012: 27f; SpiegelOnline 2015). 

 Discomfort with Holocaust memorial culture has been observed earlier among 

Germans, and discussed e.g. as a “sense of instability” (Carrier 2005: 130). I noticed 

that such discomfort is frequently expressed in bodily terms, both in German public 

discourse and in personal conversations such as I had with young German adults during 

my fieldwork in Cologne. I suggested here to explore this bodily discomfort through a 

matrix which situates statements about bodily discomfort between experience and 

language on the one hand, and on the other hand between being caused through either 

a presence inside the body or an attack onto the body.  

Looking at different examples of bodily discomfort, I shed light on the dynamics 

of discomfort in which the connection between self and social body is acted out. The 

reinforcement of the social body with performative body metaphors is based on the 

connection between self and society as explicated by Douglas (1973), Scheper-Hughes 

and Lock (1987), and Foucault (1977). Moreover it strengthens notions of normative 

bodiliness in the social. Such normative power in the Foucauldian sense (1978: 140) is 

expressed in wishes to shape the German body in a certain way, and interestingly exists 

in discourses which resist (as exemplified by Sandra, Peter, and Deniz) Holocaust 

memorial culture, as well as in those supporting it (exemplified by Martin). 

Sandra, Deniz, and Peter experienced strong discomfort when facing discourses 

of horror, responsibility, and guilt. They preferred to locate themselves in different, 

competing discourses, but were easily triggered to embody discourses of horror and 
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guilt. Deniz and Peter experienced this as bodily attacks from the outside, a ‘slap’ or a 

‘piercing’, Sandra in terms of a weight on her shoulders that is always part of her 

subjectivity, stuck in her bones and limbs. Tour guide Martin felt uncomfortably moved 

on guided tours, but he was not situated in directly opposed and competing discourses, 

and felt lower levels of discomfort than his peers. 

In the context of discussions about resistance to Holocaust memorial culture, the 

findings of my research suggest several issues. Firstly, discourses of horror, 

responsibility, and guilt take the most prominent role in causing discomfort and thus 

creating possible difficulties. Most young adults seem to be solidly positioned in this 

discourse, or the discourse within them. It can be expected to cause them discomfort, 

also when not mentioned explicitly, resonating with Proske’s claims (2012: 59). Certain 

experiences are and will continue to be more likely, also in situations where educators, 

commemorative initiatives or conversation partners consciously take different stances 

and choose to position themselves outside the discourse of guilt. Secondly, the young 

adults are positioned in competing discourses in various individual ways, and have 

different measures of control over which discourses to embody. It is thus important to 

take into account that levels of discomfort and options to manage discomfort are 

unevenly distributed among young adults. Possibly this also has an impact as to how 

uncomfortable their experience of discomfort is, and thus whether they will react with 

anger or irritation towards Holocaust memorial culture. 
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Chapter 6 

 Conclusion 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The uncomfortable past 

How do young German adults experience encounters with the Holocaust? How do they 

relate to the past? How does discomfort emerge in such encounters? And how do the 

young adults deal with discomfort in encounters with the Holocaust?  

I answered these questions in the four chapters of this dissertation, in the context 

of two settings of Holocaust education in Cologne, in which young adults encounter, 

educate, and are educated about the Holocaust and World War II. Holocaust education 

is subject to many challenges and difficulties, but it also continuously sparks interest 

among educators and students. Both educators and students can be extremely 

enthusiastic about it, or frustrated; they have great as well as awful experiences (Baum 

1996: 46; Georgi 2003: 156; Proske 2012: 52). On a national level, Holocaust education 

is part of the German post-war nation building project (Kattago 2001; Olick 2005: xi-

xii), a proof of successful democratization, German denazification, and sustainable 

ideological change (Meseth 2012: 18-19). In order to maintain and support the German 

status of a 'normalized' nation, Holocaust education has been considered as an 

important factor (Kößler 2006: 173; Meseth 2012: 24). As such, Holocaust education is 

part of a project of negotiating and establishing a national German memory of the past. 

Remembering the past in a certain way is closely linked to socially dominant moral 

values and cultural norms (Cattell and Climo 2002: 33; Poole 2008: 159). Negotiating 

memory can thus also be seen as negotiating in which kind of society people want to 

live (Foucault 1980; Olick and Robbins 1998: 126-128). 

German Holocaust education is not only expected to convey historical 

knowledge, but also, when successful, to educate democratic citizens, to immunize 

youth against rightwing ideologies, to create empathy with victims, and a sense of 
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responsibility that is supposed to ensure that such historical evil cannot repeat itself 

(IHRA 2015; Kößler 2006: 173ff; Meseth 2012: 19f). Expressions of anger, resistance, 

and boredom, or antisemitic remarks are interpreted as signs of failure of Holocaust 

education, or in more subtle terms as problems and challenges (Bertelsmann-Stiftung 

2015; Geil 2006; Kößler 2006: 184; Meseth 2012: 21, 28; Mkayton 2011: 29-30; 

SpiegelOnline 2015). Successful Holocaust education has to fulfill the political agenda 

and instill certain values in young adults. But, as educators also told me in personal 

conversations in Cologne, the pressure of these particular expectations can achieve 

exactly the opposite (cf. Heyl 2013: 247). 

My research engages with these debates. But instead of focusing on educational 

failure and the realization of political goals, I chose to concentrate on the experience of 

young German adults. The analysis made in the four chapters presented here is thus a 

more complex one. It is one that focuses on the experience of discomfort, because I 

found discomfort to be closely entangled with the kinds of behavior, such as anger and 

rejection, considered as problematic in the context of Holocaust education. But the 

focus on discomfort is broader, and allows to include various constellations of 

circumstances, experiences, and interactions, in which situations can occur that are 

likely to be called 'educational failure'. The insights presented in this dissertation show 

that it is not always clear who contributed to the uncomfortable educational encounters 

with the Holocaust, and when discomfort turns into a problem. Resonating with Carr 

(2009), this research emphasizes that Holocaust education comes “with its past 

attached” (Carr 2009: 352). As human experience is often made sense of by connecting 

it to what has been before, thus also Holocaust education is experienced by young 

German adults in the light of former experiences with Holocaust education, with 

politics, and the media. This dimension of the historicity of experience in Holocaust 

education, or in other words, its “path dependency” (Olick 1999: 382), is unfolded in 

this dissertation. Taking this historicity into account makes it possible to acknowledge 

the complexity of what is generally related to as ‘educational failure’: the display of 

anger and resentment, or the refusal to sympathize with Holocaust victims. 

This work also points to other, broader implications of discomfort. The 

experience of discomfort, I found, does not always escalate in open displays of anger 

and rejection. It also has other, subtler consequences, such as adaptations of narratives, 

the attribution of agency to the Holocaust, and bodily experiences, which have been 

discussed in chapters 2, 4, and 5. They are often accompanied by simplifications of the 

complex historical, social, and political entanglements. Such simplifications can also 

be embedded in memory work. They can be the consequences of behavior and opinions 

of memory workers, of people who are very concerned with the past, and they can also 

be present in public discourses on Holocaust memory. The experience of discomfort 
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can have societal consequences not only when it is expressed openly as anger and 

resistance. 

Ultimately, my research shows that there is not only success or failure, not only 

the two extremes of the formation of empathic, responsible, history-conscious, 

democratic young citizen, as opposed to angry, unempathic, antisemitic, ignorant 

youngsters, but that there is much in between. It shows that the difference between 

success and failure is less a distinction between kinds of people, rather than situations 

that unfold and behaviors that develop in myriad ways. Looking at the unfolding of 

situations in such a way offers an alternative for approaches that are based on a 

categorization of young adults, like Georgi’s (2003: 299) types of young Germans with 

immigrant backgrounds, as well as approaches that locate the responsibility for 

educational success and failure clearly with educators (Heyl 2013; Mkayton 2011). In 

these last pages, I would like to sum up the answers I found to each one of the questions 

with which I started off, and end my dissertation with an outlook of where I think future 

research should be going. 

 

How do young German adults experience encounters with the Holocaust? 

Encounters with the Holocaust have strong potentials. They can, as has been shown 

throughout this dissertation, become many things. They have the potential to facilitate 

intense and meaningful experiences (such as ‘rites of initiation’ mentioned in chapter 

3); to lead to historical learning, arouse curiosity, and to raise a ‘fascination of horror’; 

or trigger conflict and resentment. Which of these potentials is realized depends on 

many factors: on the context, the participants, their relationships, their interaction, and 

past experiences. 

 Various experiences of such encounters have been described in the literature: of 

being emotionally overwhelmed and sad (Baum 1996; Mkayton 2011; Schweber 2008: 

2097); being angry, resistant, and disinterested (Heyl 2013; Meseth 2012; Moses 2007a; 

Proske 2012), of engagement, dilemma, and controversy (Anne-Frank-Zentrum 2008; 

Baum 1996; Demke and Hamann 2012). Some scholars have also categorized people by 

how they tend to experience and react to Holocaust education (Georgi 2003; Gryglewski 

2013: 141-218). My work has shown that such categorizations are too fixed. The previous 

chapters have focused on the potential, the dynamics, and the issue of becoming. They 

have highlighted the dynamics by which certain categorizations prevail at one moment, 

but not in another. Encounters with the Holocaust can become uncomfortable, 

inspiring, or paralyzing. They have the potential to become many things, none of which 

are inherent qualities of the Holocaust or its relationship with the young German adults. 

Which potentials are realized depends on many factors, and many small steps and 

decisions ultimately contribute to these ‘becomings’, making path-dependency (Olick 
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1999) an all the more important concept to think with. The focus on the process is thus 

crucial. The previous four chapter showed that it is not helpful to think in the mutually 

exclusive categories of success or failure of Holocaust education, of positive or negative 

experiences. Instead, every (educational) encounter with the Holocaust unfolds 

dynamically as a process, in which small things like a gesture, a look, a tone of voice, an 

implication, a hint towards the discourse of guilt, contribute to realizing different 

potentials. Unfolding the variability of experience, as I did in the previous four chapters, 

opposes research that categorizes young adults (Georgi 2003; Gryglewski 2013), and 

aims to provide an alternative approach to the singular focus on the goal of educational 

success (Demke and Hamann 2012; Gryglewski 2013; Mkayton 2011). Unidimensional 

approaches of categorizing people do injustice to the complexity of such situations and 

encounters. 

 

How do young German adults relate to the past? 

In the various aspects of the relationship between young German adults and the 

Holocaust that I covered in the previous chapters, the young adults related to the 

Holocaust with both care and caution. Through past experiences, most young adults 

know about the potentials of such encounters, and are on the lookout for hidden 

agendas and manipulation.  

These past experiences often become merged and blurred. The past – the 

Holocaust and World War II – is often perceived and related to as an entity in which 

many issues become intertwined: the historical Holocaust, Holocaust memorial 

culture, discourses of horror, guilt, and responsibility, political views and criticism, and 

personal past experiences merge. This merging of events, situations, opinions, and 

experiences, makes the relationships of young German adults to the Holocaust complex 

and explosive, and it shapes the Holocaust as a powerful and capable entity.  

The question what a person in the present actually approaches when she learns 

about the Holocaust and the victims’ suffering has been discussed in the literature. 

Thus, Mkayton (2011: 29) argues that it is problematic to feel too close to the Holocaust 

victims’ sufferings, as it does neither do justice to their lifeworlds in the past, nor to 

one’s own in the present. Similarly, Demke and Hamann (2012: 5) state that the 

educational goal of creating empathy can create the misconception of a more authentic 

understanding of the past, neglecting the fact that it is constructed in the present. These 

claims show that learning about the past is not necessarily thought of as an encounter 

with the historical Holocaust, but that it can include learning about controversy, 

interpretation, and the differentiation between perspectives, as Demke and Hamann 

(2012: 6) suggest. 
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 My research shows that in many instances, what is perceived as ‘the Holocaust’ 

by young German adults, both educators and learners, is indeed much more than the 

historical event. But apart from emphasizing the significance of present horizons, I 

unfolded in the previous chapters in depth how different layers, dimensions, and 

meanings of the Holocaust merge in the experience and perception of young German 

adults. I discussed this in chapter 2 as the ‘strange matter’ that has its own historicity in 

the sense that it incorporates former experiences and encounters, combining 

approaches about the historicity of experience by Carr (2009) and of continuous path-

dependency by Olick (1999). A different aspect of this merging was discussed in chapter 

3 concerning the Holocaust as a sticky site where emotions accumulate. Dominant 

emotions can become so closely associated with the Holocaust that they ‘occupy’ it. And 

in chapters 4 and 5, the Holocaust was found to be merged with discourses of guilt, 

responsibility, and with political views regarding the implications it has for Germany 

today; and discussed as an entity with agency and as an experience of bodily attack. 

 This tendency to transform the Holocaust into more than only the historical 

Holocaust, also resonates with literature on the uncanniness of the Holocaust. Scholars 

have described how uncanny, mystical and ambiguous qualities are ascribed to the 

memory of the Holocaust (Carrithers 2009; Kligerman 2007; Olick and Levy 1997), to 

Nazi architecture (Macdonald 2006), to memorial sites (Carrier 2005; Knittel 2014) and 

cityscapes of terror (Huyssen 2003; Till 2005). Resonating with Knittel (2014), Till 

(2005), Huyssen (2003), and Macdonald (2006), I have also found that people find it 

challenging to deal with the uncanny qualities of the Holocaust. Similarly to the use of 

language that reflects the Holocaust’s quasi-mythical qualities, as Olick and Levy 

(1997), Moses (2007), and Carrithers (2009) pointed out, my research showed that these 

qualities cause people to attribute strong powers to the Holocaust which influence their 

reactions toward it. 

The previous chapters also illustrate the variability in how the attribution of 

special powers to the Holocaust can manifest itself: in chapter 4 in the form of the 

attribution of a human-like agency to the out-of-control Holocaust, in chapter 2 as a 

strange matter that is only safe from a certain distance. In chapter 5, yet another 

manifestation of these uncanny powers was discussed: the experience of bodily 

discomfort and the use of body metaphors to describe encounters with the Holocaust 

as violent physical attacks. In the shape of a strange matter, as an entity with agency, or 

as violence in embodied encounters: in all of these instances, my findings suggest that 

it is not enough to describe the Holocaust as inherently uncanny. It can become 

uncanny, and strange powers can become associated with it, but only in the context of 

particular narratives, former experiences, and political entanglements. Talking with 

young German adults about the Holocaust’s strange powers thus also proved to be a 

means of reflecting on their own experiences and views about the Nazi past, about 
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memory narratives, German memory culture and politics, and about their place as 

individuals in this society. 

In Holocaust education, young German adults do not only encounter the 

historical Holocaust, but more than that. The Holocaust becomes blurred, merged, and 

vaguely connected to historical events, memorial culture, movies and other dominant 

media, social discourses, sticky emotions, and personal past experiences. Ways of 

relating to the Holocaust are thus also ways of relating to everything that becomes 

attached to it. This dimension has to be accounted for in order to improve our 

understanding of young German adults’ ways of relating to the Holocaust. 

 

How does discomfort emerge in encounters with the Holocaust? 

The capacity of the Holocaust to cause discomfort has been discussed by scholars such 

as Carrier (2005) and Till (2005) in their studies of Holocaust memorials in Berlin. 

Carrier (2005) describes a sense of instability when wandering through the Memorial 

for the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin, intentionally caused as a physical, bodily 

experience of discomfort, as “the actual sense of disorder which overcomes the 

individual once inside the grid” (Carrier 2005: 130). Till (2005: 151) argues that people 

create places like the Topography of Terror in Berlin documenting Holocaust 

perpetrator history purposefully “as open wounds in the city to remind them of their 

hauntings and to feel uncomfortable” (Till 2005: 11).  

 In this dissertation, the experience of the Holocaust as uncomfortable was 

discussed in the context of educational encounters based on conversation and 

educational media. The perception of the Holocaust as strange and uncanny, and the 

blurring and merging of historical events, current discourses, and personal experiences 

facilitates such experiences. The emergence of discomfort was found to be closely tied 

to the dynamics of distance and proximity, which I discussed in chapter 2. A lack of 

distance to the Holocaust, a too quick approximation of the topic; or its appearance, 

subjectively, as ‘out of place’ was prone to cause discomfort among young adults. Such 

experiences of discomfort became intense in combination with a lack of control over 

the circumstances that caused the lack of distance in the first place. 

 Lack of distance especially triggered discomfort when the encounter with the 

Holocaust was presented in terms of historical horror, evil, violence, and the suffering 

of victims. Such discourses and images of horror and suffering could cause 

overwhelming emotional responses, strong sadness, and shock, as discussed in the 

chapters 2 and 3. Alternatively, discomfort emerged through confrontation with the 

discourse of German guilt and responsibility. In such encounters, young German adults 
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frequently felt pressured by expectations that they did not want to comply with, or faced 

with political view that they did not agree with, as discussed in chapters 4 and 5. 

 In this work, discomfort is established as a category of analysis. In the literature, 

discomfort in relation to the Holocaust has been mentioned (Carrier 2005: 130; Moses 

2007b: 58; Till 2005: 11, 102), but most frequently it has not been explored in much 

detail. It has not been unfolded how discomfort emerges, and in which contexts and 

circumstances it is embedded. In the previous chapters, I focused my attention on 

experiences of discomfort, and discussed their close relation to the Holocaust that is 

attributed special powers. Understanding the discourses and experiences which 

contribute to uncomfortable encounters, the relevance of distance and proximity, and 

the merging of the historical Holocaust with current debates and individual life 

histories significantly contributes to our understanding of the creation of discomfort. 

 

How do the young adults deal with discomfort in encounters with the Holocaust? 

Discomfort, I found, can trigger various reactions and behaviors among the young 

German tour guides and students. It can be deemed appropriate and accepted, as a ‘rite 

of initiation’, as a primary experience of extreme sadness, or as a subject that raises 

curiosity exactly because of its horror, as discussed in chapter 3; or as part of the self, as 

a presence in one’s (German) body, a ‘wound’ of German society that ensures 

continuous learning, as discussed in chapter 5; or as a logical consequence of historical, 

social, and political events and relations, as mentioned in chapters 2 and 4. Discomfort 

can be deemed important as looking the criminal German past in the face, and it can be 

tolerated if it is possible to create distance afterwards. 

 On the other hand, discomfort can be experienced as problematic and 

overwhelming when confrontations are repeated and prolonged, either through a 

perceived repetitive educational practice, repetitive political messages, or in the case of 

a regular exposure to historical horrors through one’s job as a museum tour guide. In 

such cases, strategies are used to create distance, as discussed in chapter 2. If distance 

cannot be created, stronger reactions follow, frequently culminating in anger and 

resistance, as has been mentioned in chapters 2, 4, and 5. The stronger this discomfort, 

the more the topic Holocaust as such becomes associated, or even occupied with 

discomfort, which makes similar experiences more likely in the future. 

 Reactions to dealing with discomfort have been described as anger and 

resistance (Georgi 2003; Gryglewski 2013; Heyl 2013; Meseth 2012), as rejecting 

assumed accusations that have not been voiced (Proske 2012), and as a lack of interest 

(Mkayton 2011: 29-30). In this dissertation, I have shown that it is a long path until 

discomfort culminates in anger and resistance, and that there is a historicity to such 
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reactions that has to be taken into account. The chapters shed light on the many steps 

in between: how the Holocaust is constructed as merging historical, current social, and 

individual events; how powers are ascribed to it; how discomfort can emerge; which 

discourses contribute to discomfort; the role of distance and proximity for escalation; 

attempts to regain control, and a culmination in anger and rejection in cases where this 

is not possible. Unfolding these processes thus also clarifies where interference is 

possible if Holocaust educators want to avoid such experiences, and it shows that a 

simple categorization of people who care and those who do not is neither helpful nor 

precise. 

 I have shown in chapters 4 and 5 that the manifold consequences of discomfort 

that are not usually condemned, and that are less conspicuous than anger and rejection 

of Holocaust education, also have impacts on German memorial culture. Strategies and 

behaviors such as the attribution of agency to the Holocaust as discussed in chapter 4, 

or the perception of the Holocaust in terms of bodily attacks as described in chapter 5 

contribute to a simplification of social, political, and historical reality; they deflate 

differences between social and individual bodies and naturalize the identification with 

a national body; and they contribute to flattening Holocaust memory. Such strategies 

and behaviors have much less been in the focus of research, but they occur frequently in 

memory work, among both educators and learners. They resonate with Welzer’s (2002) 

findings of how subtle changes in memory transmission occur in intergenerational 

family dialogues, and defy the categorizations like Gryglewski’s (2013) and Georgi’s 

(2003) of young adults into types who care more or less. As such, this dissertation has 

not only shown that analyzing discomfort is critical for understanding and potentially 

also avoiding the rejection of Holocaust education, it also criticizes the emphasis of 

‘loud’ voices of anger, and the neglect of subtler and quiet forms of implications of 

discomfort. Discomfort, thus, has been found a valuable concept to connect 

experiences of educators and students with politically charged notions of educational 

success and failure, and to do justice to the complexity of unfolding educational 

encounters between young Germans and the Holocaust. 

 

Outlook 

The issues explored in this dissertation raise questions. It is certainly useful to gain 

deeper insights into the dynamics of discomfort, and into how they cause strong and 

conspicuous reactions of anger and rejection. But my research also suggests to pay more 

attention to the ‘quiet’ voices of discomfort, and the subtle processes of simplification 

that are associated with them. Such quiet voices do not openly express anger. They 

express discomfort by creating more comfortable alternatives for uncomfortable 

encounters. Quiet voices of discomfort talk about the Holocaust as an entity with agency 
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instead of acknowledging the overwhelming complexity of its social, political, and 

historical entanglements; and they discuss encounters with the Holocaust in terms of 

bodily attacks. I hope that future research will pay more attention to such quiet 

expressions of discomfort. Understanding discomfort not only at the level of escalation 

can contribute to conducting educational projects in a manner more satisfactory to all 

participants. 

 This study explored the relationships of a small group of young German adults 

to the German Nazi past in Cologne. It would be interesting to conduct a similar study 

in East Germany, in the former member states of the GDR, or in rural areas, and explore 

how the findings relate to this study. If the discomfort explored here is created through 

a particular socialization, will it change over time? The expected generational break of 

Holocaust survivors illustrates the assumption that the passing of time does play a role 

for young German’s relation to the past. A study focusing on younger Germans could 

clarify whether their relations to the past are also characterized by discomfort. 

The concepts of distance/proximity, discomfort, and strange matter have yielded 

interesting results in this dissertation. A more extensive study could employ these 

concepts in a larger number of settings of Holocaust education in Germany and 

internationally. Thus, it could be interesting to compare not only different Holocaust 

museums in Germany, but also to compare educational approaches in Holocaust 

museums and memorials all over the world. Holocaust museums in the US and in Israel 

have been said to be at the forefront of developing innovative approaches towards 

Holocaust education (Macgilchrist and Christophe 2011: 154). Do they deploy distance 

and proximity differently from various German museums? What is the role of 

discomfort there? Do learners and educators also relate to the Holocaust as a strange 

matter? 

The experience of those who educate and those who are educated is impacted by 

the expectations, and the moral and political goals attached to Holocaust education. 

Those who fund museums and decide about school curricula are however usually not 

those who experience education in the present. Ethnographic studies in such places and 

institutions, including those people who are directors of museums and schools, can 

shed light on how ideas about success and failure are negotiated and transmitted, and 

how they contribute to the experiences of educational encounters. 
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Summary 

 

This dissertation is about the relationship of young German adults with the Holocaust. 

It focuses on the experience of discomfort of young adults in educational encounters 

with the Holocaust, and is set against the backdrop of tensions inherent in the 

expectations towards Holocaust education in Germany. It is based on data that has been 

collected through ethnographic field work in 2013 with young adults in two educational 

settings in Cologne: with tour guides in a museum, and students in an evening school. 

German Holocaust education has been crucial for the transmission of social 

memory in Germany. It has helped to establish Germany as a ‘normal’ democratic 

nation in the post-war period, and is expected to keep contributing to the creation of 

democratic citizens who are empathic with the victims of the Holocaust, who develop a 

sense of historical responsibility, and are immune to right-wing ideologies. These 

expectations, however, are frequently proved wrong in educational practice, as 

Holocaust education practitioners encounter young adults who react with boredom or 

anger towards the topic. 

The results of the doctoral research presented here have to be seen in relation to 

a debate that attempts to understand the difficulties in the transmission of the social 

memory of the Holocaust in Germany. The findings of this dissertation are presented 

as four chapters in the form of four articles. They discuss a range of issues. Chapter 2 

discusses the young adults’ experiences of discomfort in encounters with the 

Holocaust, and their coping strategies. In encounters with the Holocaust through 

images of horror, violence, and crimes; and through narratives on Germanness and 

guilt, tour guides and students often perceived the Holocaust as a powerful entity that 

could overwhelm them. Conceptualizing the Holocaust as a ‘strange matter’ explains 

that it poses different challenges depending on its distance. Emotions are regarded by 

tour guides, museum educator, teachers, and students as an important aspect of the 

success or failure of Holocaust education. They had complex ideas about the harm and 

benefit of emotions in the context of Holocaust education, which I conceptualized in 

chapter 3 as ‘emotion ideologies’, showing how the inherent contradictions in political 

and moral demands towards Holocaust education play out for students and educators. 

Many of the young German adults experienced encounters with the Holocaust as 

uncomfortable and threatening, which led them to attribute a human-like agency to the 

Holocaust. They perceived and related to the Holocaust as a powerful entity 

independent of human actors. I argue in chapter 4 that attributing agency to the 

Holocaust leads to oversimplified narratives of social reality, and exemplifies a process 

of forgetting. Talking about the difficult relationship to the Holocaust, the young adults 

often described the German past as an uncomfortable entity in the body – as a weight 
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on their shoulders, or as a lump in the throat, or even as a violent bodily attack: like a 

slap in the face, like a hammer or a bludgeon. These expressions of bodily discomfort 

are found in chapter 5 to be closely entangled with political discomfort. Boundaries 

between bodily and political discomfort, and individual and social body, are blurred in 

these entanglements. 

This dissertation explores how young German adults experience encounters with 

the Holocaust, how discomfort emerges in such encounters, and how the young adults 

deal with it. The following chapters show the potentials such encounters have, and 

focus on how they unfold dynamically. Discomfort is found to not be inherent in the 

relation between young German adults in the Holocaust. Rather, encounters with it can 

become uncomfortable.   
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Samenvatting 

 

Dit proefschrift gaat over de relatie van Duitse jongvolwassenen met de Holocaust. Het 

onderzoek focust op de ervaring van ongemak van jongvolwassenen in educatieve 

confrontaties met de Holocaust, en speelt zich af tegen de achtergrond van spanningen 

inherent aan verwachtingen omtrent holocausteducatie in Duitsland. Het is gebaseerd 

op data verzameld door middel van etnografisch veldwerk in 2013 met jonge 

volwassenen in twee educatieve instellingen in Keulen: met gidsen in een museum en 

studenten op een avondschool.  

 Duitse holocausteducatie is cruciaal voor de overdracht van het sociale geheugen 

in Duitsland. Holocausteducatie heeft het oprichten van Duitland als ‘normale’ 

democratische natie in de naoorlogse periode ondersteund, en wordt verwacht nog 

steeds bij te dragen aan het creëren van democratische burgers die empatisch zijn met 

de slachtoffers van de Holocaust, die een gevoel van historische verantwoordelijkheid 

ontwikkelen, en immuun zijn voor rechtse ideologieën. Deze verwachtingen zijn in de 

praktijk echter herhaaldelijk verkeerd gebleken, aangezien holocaustonderwijzers 

jongvolwassenen aantreffen die verveeld of boos reageren op het onderwerp. 

 De resultaten van het hier gepresenteerde promotieonderzoek moeten gezien 

worden in relatie tot een debat wat poogt om de moeilijkheden in de overdracht van 

sociale herinnering van de Holocaust in Duitsland te begrijpen. De bevindingen van dit 

proefschrift zijn gepresenteerd als vier hoofdstukken in de vorm van vier artikelen. Deze 

bespreken een scala aan onderwerpen. Hoofdstuk twee bespreekt de ervaringen van 

ongemak van jongvolwassenen in confrontaties met de Holocaust, en hun strategieën 

om daar mee om te gaan. In confrontaties met de Holocaust door afbeeldingen van 

verschrikking, geweld en misdaden, en door verhalen over Duits zijn en schuld, 

ontwaren gidsen en studenten de Holocaust vaak als een krachtig geheel dat hen kan 

overweldigen. Het conceptualiseren van de Holocaust als een ‘vreemde zaak’ verklaart 

dat het verschillende uitdagingen vormt afhankelijk van hun afstand. Emoties worden 

beschouwd door gidsen, museumdocenten, onderwijzers en studenten als belangrijk 

aspect van het succes of het falen van holocausteducatie. Zij hebben complexe ideeën 

over het leed en het profijt van emoties in de context van holocausteducatie, welke ik in 

hoofdstuk drie conceptualiseer als ‘emotie-ideologieën’ om aan te tonen hoe de 

inherente tegenstellingen in politieke en morele eisen richting holocausteducatie 

uitwerken voor studenten en onderwijzers. Veel Duitse jongvolwassenen ervaren 

confrontaties met de Holocaust als ongemakkelijk en dreigend, wat hen ertoe leidt om 

een mensachtige agency aan de Holocaust toe te schrijven. Zij ontwaren en verhouden 

zich tot de Holocaust als een krachtig geheel onafhankelijk van menselijke actoren. Ik 

beargumenteer in hoofdstuk vier dat het toeschrijven van agency aan de Holocaust tot 
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overgesimplificeerde verhalen over sociale realiteit leidt, wat een proces van vergeten 

illustreert. Wanneer zij praten over de moeizame relatie tot de Holocaust, beschrijven 

de jongvolwassenen het Duitse verleden vaak als een ongemakkelijk geheel in het 

lichaam – als een last op hun schouders, als een brok in de keel, of zelfs als een 

gewelddadige lichamelijke aanval: als een klap in het gezicht, als een hamer of als een 

knuppel. In hoofdstuk vijf laat ik zien dat deze uitdrukkingen van lichamelijk ongemak 

nauw verwikkeld zijn met politiek ongemak. Grenzen tussen lichamelijk en politiek 

ongemak, en tussen het individuele en sociale lichaam, zijn vervaagd in deze 

verwikkelingen.  

 Dit proefschrift onderzoekt hoe Duitse jongvolwassenen confrontaties met de 

Holocaust ervaren, hoe ongemak zich voordoet in deze confrontaties, en hoe de 

jongvolwassenen hiermee omgaan. De volgende hoofdstukken laten de mogelijkheden 

van deze confrontaties zien, en focussen op hoe deze zich dynamisch ontvouwen. 

Ongemak blijkt niet inherent te zijn aan de relatie van Duitse jongvolwassenen met de 

Holocaust. Confrontaties kunnen eerder ongemakkelijk worden.  
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