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Inception of memory

States conduct historical policy. If a country abandons such a policy, it is 
nonetheless carried out with respect to that country and its citizens – often 
even within its own territory – only with another state at the helm. You either 
conduct your own historical policy, or someone else does so on your behalf. 
There is no alternative. This premise should form the foundation of every con-
temporary debate on history and national identity. The state, possessing vast 
financial, institutional, and symbolic resources, is today the most important – 
though not the only – actor in historical policy, and it may or may not support 
grassroots initiatives undertaken by others. Consequently, it is often the state 
that decides which events and which protagonists are remembered, and which 
are omitted from official narratives of the past. For memory is not neutral – it 
is selective. Whoever influences it, influences the shaping of the future.

This book seeks to capture and understand the complex mechanisms of 
German historical policy, which have undergone a fascinating and contro-
versial process of transformation in the post-war period. In this context, the 
publication poses the question of whether and how Germany has addressed its 
own past, particularly its most dramatic and difficult aspects – the Holocaust, 
total war, and Nazi crimes. How has this morally burdened past been trans-
formed into the foundation of a modern national identity and the country’s 
international standing? What mechanisms, narratives, and institutions have 
accompanied this process?

The work consists of nine chapters presenting various aspects of German 
historical policy, prepared by outstanding specialists in their respective fields 
from the Centre for Eastern Studies and other institutions whom I was able 
to invite to participate in this project. The individual studies describe, among 
other things, its evolution, modes of mourning and commemoration of Ger-
many’s own victims, the significance of museums and monuments, and the 
role of education in shaping the memory of the past. They also show how the 
reconstruction of historic buildings, the form and content of textbooks, as well 
as films and media campaigns, have become instruments for shaping a new 
identity. The authors have sought to present both Germany’s successes and the 
difficulties associated with these processes.

In the opening chapter, we analyse the concept of state historical policy 
and the mechanisms of Germany’s moral conversion after 1945, indicating how 
the German state shapes the framework of collective memory by determin-
ing the direction of the historical narrative. We also argue that, contrary to 
many claims, there is no ‘end of history’ in the writing of history. We further 
demonstrate that it is untrue that post-war Poland – not through its own fault, 
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but nevertheless – missed the moment to appear in the narratives of others. 
These narratives continue to be spun, their content constantly revised and 
supplemented, with new threads continually emerging. This opportunity 
should be taken advantage of. 

Next, Marek Cichocki discusses the historical policy of Helmut Kohl’s 
governments, showing how his political decisions shaped and strengthened 
the desired image of Germany internationally. Wojciech Pięciak examines the 
evolution of memory concerning German victims of the air raids (Bombenkrieg), 
illustrating how controversially narratives of victimhood may be constructed. 
Wojciech Konończuk describes the extensive reconstruction of German mon-
uments observed over the past quarter-century and the significance of new 
symbols in the urban landscape for shaping historical identity. Robert Kostro 
presents the functioning of institutions – museums and memorial sites – as 
well as other instruments of state historical policy that effectively mobilise 
memory at both national and international levels. In this context, Ryszarda 
Formuszewicz outlines the complexity of German historical policy in the 
international dimension – including its relations with Russia – showing how 
memory shapes foreign policy and, conversely, how foreign policy influences 
memory. The volume also includes a separate chapter on the process of creat-
ing, and the controversies surrounding, the so-called German-Polish House 
in Berlin, which is intended to serve multiple functions – from a museum to 
an educational and documentation centre, and perhaps even as a monument 
to the Polish victims of the German occupation. 

Finally, Hanna Radziejowska and Mateusz Fałkowski present the findings 
of research commissioned by the Berlin branch of the Pilecki Institute, shedding 
light on how German society perceives its crimes and victims, and how the 
state narrative influences education, citizens’ awareness, and perceptions of 
neighbouring countries. The importance of this influence is confirmed by Kamil 
Frymark’s analysis of school textbooks, in which the author demonstrates how 
the image of Poland, Israel, and France is shaped in German education and how 
this affects subsequent generations. 

The main intention of the authors of this book is therefore to show how 
Germany, after the devastation of war it brought upon Europe and the world, 
used memory policy to rebuild its position – moral, political, and economic – in 
Europe and globally. Although it moved through a web of controversies, it ul-
timately achieved its goal and stands as an example of how, through years of 
work, planning, and significant investment, a coherent narrative about oneself 
and a new national identity may be built. 

The publication we present to the reader also shows how complex and 
multifaceted the process of shaping historical policy is. The conclusion that 
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emerges is simple: states that care about their place in history, actively for-
mulate narratives of memory, and pursue historical policy have the ability not 
only to shape their image in the world but also to protect – and even advance – 
their own interests.
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