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In 2020, a pair of international ceremonies – one in Jerusalem and the other in
Poland – were organised to commemorate 27 January, designated as Interna-
tional Holocaust Remembrance Day since the introduction of UN Resolution A/
RES/60/7 in 2005.1 The Israeli and Polish events marked the seventy-fifth anni-
versary of the Soviet army’s liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau, a site which has
become symbolic of the atrocities committed during the Holocaust. The pres-
ence of delegates from countries representing both perpetrators and victims of
the Holocaust at both commemorative events is in turn symbolic of what some
consider to be a moral consensus on Holocaust memory (Mintz 2001).2 Nowa-
days, most European countries pay tribute to the victims of the Nazi genocide.

Such remembrance practices can be seen as examples of “cosmopolitan mem-
ory”, a mode of remembering that spreads and highlights human rights values
(Levy and Sznaider 2010). Grounding their work in an examination of Holocaust
memory in Germany, Israel and the USA, Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider (2002)
argue that changes in Holocaust memory have transcended the borders of nation-
states, leading to the tragedy’s deterritorialisation. The spread of the idea has been
particularly noticeable on the European continent, where the Holocaust has been
framed as “one of the foundational stories of the European Union” (Subotić 2019,
17). Indeed, the European Union has played an important role in the development of
this memory (Kucia 2016, 98), and in recent years dedication to Holocaust memory
has become a critical element of “the entry ticket into the EU” (Assmann 2014, 549).

1 Isabel Sawkins would like to thank the South, West and Wales Doctoral Training Partnership
who fund her PhD on this topic. She would also like to thank her supervisor, Professor James
Mark, for detailed feedback on an earlier version of this co-written chapter. Solveig Hennebert
would like to thank her supervisors Sarah Gensburger and Nancy Venel for their feedback.
2 For a list of state representatives at the commemorative event at Yad Vashem (as of 20 January
2020), see “List of Leaders of Nations Attending the Fifth World Holocaust Forum taking place at
Yad Vashem.” Yad Vashem, 21 January 2020, https://www.yadvashem.org/press-release/21-
january-2020-12-36.html (27 November 2020).

For a list of state representatives at the commemorative event at Auschwitz-Birkenau, see
“State delegates.” Memorial and Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau, http://auschwitz.org/en/state-
delegations/ (27 November 2020).
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In this chapter, we explore how the diversity of Holocaust memories in prac-
tice problematises the conception of a cosmopolitan Holocaust memory. We un-
earth French and Russian examples that do not subscribe to the key tenets of
cosmopolitan memory. These examples reveal how the local realities of Holo-
caust memory are moulded by national, political, social and cultural context.
Even though memory frameworks and figures common to cosmopolitan Holo-
caust memory are employed in both France and Russia, they are adapted to fit
the national historical and political contexts and requirements in the present.
Cosmopolitan memory practices are thus repurposed to fit national purposes.

1 Is cosmopolitan memory universal?

Levy and Sznaider contend that sharing Holocaust memories “provide[s] the
foundations for a new cosmopolitan memory, a memory transcending ethnic
and national boundaries” (2002, 88). They observe that the nation-state, which
was long considered the vessel for collective memory, began to fracture in the
post-Cold War period (Levy and Sznaider 2002, 96–97), and that “issues of
global concern” were becoming “part and parcel of everyday local experiences
and moral life worlds of an increasing number of people” (Levy and Sznaider
2002, 88; italics our own). In this reading, national particularities of Holocaust
remembrance have been obfuscated. Nations across the globe have taken a
more homogeneous approach to commemorating the apparently universalised
values of the Holocaust. This cosmopolitan narrative of the Holocaust is explic-
itly based on the opposition between good and evil – and especially between
good victims and evil persecutors (Levy and Sznaider 2002, 102). Those figures
and organisations (such as the European Union) that develop such narratives
generally contend that through the projection of a unified narrative everyone
who partakes in such commemorative practices will both absorb a given set of
moral and ethical lessons and discover ideals about human rights. Countries
and institutions such as the EU then further developed this concept through
the idea of “universalizing memory practices [. . .] in which interpretational
patterns of the past lose contextual references and enhance their potential to
be linked or even transferred to other memories” (Pestel et al. 2017, 498).

We argue that memory is neither performative nor consensual. Memory is a
political and social process. Indeed, even if the mnemonic narrative of the Holo-
caust rests upon moral values, public memory policies are nonetheless political,
and history is frequently instrumentalised in order to reach political goals (Andrieu
2006). This fact complicates both the theory and practice of cosmopolitan memory.
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The admission of numerous countries from the post-Soviet bloc to the European
Union in the early 2000s is an illustrative example of memory instrumentalisation.
These countries had to engage with a global memory framework in order to be-
come EU members (Neumayer 2019). However, once admitted to the EU, these na-
tions attempted to refashion EU Holocaust memory so that it reflected their own
experience of the twentieth century. Their shared post-communist identity is based
on the “memory of Stalinism and Soviet occupation, as well as precommunist eth-
nic conflict with other states, rather than the memory of the Holocaust” (Subotić
2019, 11). The cosmopolitan Holocaust memory paradigm seeks to engage with the
past to frame moral values in the present, but these nations have instrumentalised
Holocaust memory for nationalist intentions. That instrumentalising approach to
Holocaust memory bears similarity to Russia’s approach.

We suggest that localised readings of Holocaust memory add nuance to the
notion of cosmopolitan memory. Some countries might be considered bearers
of cosmopolitan memory narratives due to their memorial focus on good vic-
tims versus evil perpetrators. In the Polish context, Janek Gryta notes that
“scholars such as Montserrat Guibernau, Michael Meng, Ewa Ochman and
Sharon Macdonald” might consider memory activism in Kraków to be cosmo-
politan because of its focus on “openness, tolerance and inclusivity” (2020, 36).
However, Gryta argues – as do we – that local particularities challenge the pre-
vailing cosmopolitan narrative. In 2018, for example, the Polish narrative of in-
nocence during the war was given legal backing. A group of lawmakers took
issue with terms that might be interpreted as suggesting Polish responsibility
for the atrocities of the Holocaust (Hackmann 2018, 600–601). The group pro-
posed an ultimately successful amendment to the Act on the Institute of Na-
tional Remembrance – Commission for the Prosecution of Crimes against the
Polish Nation. The amendment sought to “protect the ‘good name’ of the Polish
state” (Soroka and Krawatzek 2019, 157) by fighting against the use of phrases
which could be understood as implying Polish responsibility for the Holocaust,
such as “Polish concentration camps” (Hackmann 2018, 601). Through this re-
cent legal intervention, a Polish national narrative based on Polish and Jewish
victimhood has been solidified. On the other hand, in France a similar law was
implemented to impose a narrative about the crimes against humanity commit-
ted during World War II. However, the rhetoric was rather different: indeed, the
Gayssot Law (1990) made Holocaust denial illegal (Wieviorka 2010, 268). Even
if there is an international convergence of memory public policy implementa-
tion, especially in the EU, the narrative is different, dependent on the national
context.

Memory practices regarding the Righteous Among the Nations, an honorific
title awarded by Israel to any non-Jewish person who helped to save Jewish
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people during the Holocaust, are a further example of such local nuances. This
globalised figure of the Righteous Among the Nations is seen as a vector for the
defence of Human Rights. Yad Vashem argues that the programme is “essential
to emphasize that Man was also capable of defending and maintaining human
values”.3 However, Sarah Gensburger (2015) has shown that this notion draws on
differing foundations in Belgium and France. In Belgium, the humanitarian fig-
ure is presented by the state as a symbol of religious cohabitation between Jews
and Catholics. In France, the same figure is grounded in the universalist ideal of
the Republic, which led to the erasure of the religious component. Indeed, the
state deploys a universalist rhetoric centred on Human Rights without mention-
ing the religiosity of the Israeli title. Moreover, a service from the French National
Assembly refused to include the word “Jew” in the law introducing the commem-
oration of the Righteous Among the Nations due to the state’s conception of sec-
ularism (Gensburger 2015, 552). Despite Belgian and French memory practices
referring to the same figures, the implicit meaning behind the memory is differ-
ent. To understand the diversity of the narrative’s appropriation, one needs to go
beyond normative perceptions of Holocaust memory.

Even if that memory relies on humanitarian ideals based on the lessons ev-
eryone can supposedly learn from the Nazi genocide, it is still inexorably
adapted to national contexts. The tenets of cosmopolitan memory are, Lorraine
Ryan has argued, “nationalized and its discourse distorted, in some cases, to
serve the national interest” (2014). One needs to consider national framework(s)
in order to grasp this phenomenon in its entirety: hence our case studies of
France and Russia in this chapter.

Understanding national memory necessitates considering the role of the in-
dividual’s social and family identities (Muxel 1991). Each individual belongs to
a variety of demographic groups (gender, nation, religion, political ideology,
age and so on) which, when combined, form an individual’s social identity
(Pollak 2000 [1990], 13). The proclamation of the global narrative and humani-
tarian ideals of the Holocaust is thus not performative – it is adapted to each
country’s own national context – and reception can vary depending on the so-
cial frameworks in place. The diversity of Holocaust commemorative practices
on 27 January 2020 in France and Russia (and the general context of Holocaust
memory in both countries) is a good illustration.

3 “About the Program.” Yad Vashem, https://www.yadvashem.org/righteous/about-the-
program.html (27 November 2020).
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2 The diversity of commemorations of 27 January
in France, beyond the international narrative

76,000 Jewish people living in France – a quarter of the country’s Jewish popu-
lation – were deported to Nazi concentration and extermination camps between
1942 and 1944. Most were killed in gas chambers or by other forms of violence.
The Vichy government, French policemen and some citizens collaborated with
the Nazi occupiers to deport and kill Jews (Wieviorka 2003). In the first decades
after the war, this genocide was not remembered as a specific genocide at all.
Deported Jewish people were lumped in with other groups and simply categor-
ised as “political deportees”. Moreover, the fact of collaboration between the
Germans and the French state and its citizens was denied in order to preserve
unity and “restore the confidence of a divided nation” (Wieviorka 2010, 27)
after the war. Instead, the state and the public disseminated a narrative of “la
France résistante”. Indeed, Charles De Gaulle (French president from 1944 to
1946 and 1959 to 1969) and many others – including a mostly silent popula-
tion – threw their weight behind the narrative of a victorious France (Wieviorka
2010). Official memory gave no room to discuss collaboration and complicity in
the Holocaust.

That silence, however, began to dissipate in the 1980s as a result of work
by historians, social scientists and Jewish grassroots activists (Wieviorka 2010).
In 1995, Jacques Chirac finally recognised the crimes committed by the French
state. At the same time, French secondary schools began to teach the history of
the Holocaust (Schneider 2005). July 2000 saw the first iteration of the legally
enshrined “National day for the Memory of the Victims of Racists and Antise-
mitic Crimes of the French State and Tribute to the ‘Righteous’ of France”. This
memory has seemed to overlap seamlessly with the UN-led day. Every year the
Ministry of Education organises events to mark 27 January, following the recom-
mendation of the EU and the UN (Gensburger 2015). French educational institu-
tions purport to view 27 January as an occasion to promote human values,4 so
France may appear to have embraced global narratives and “cosmopolitan
memory”.

4 “27 janvier: journée de la mémoire des génocides et de la prévention des crimes contre l’hu-
manité.” Ministère de l’Éducation, https://www.education.gouv.fr/27-janvier-journee-de-la-
memoire-des-genocides-et-de-la-prevention-des-crimes-contre-l-humanite-11057
(30 November 2020).

Beyond the Normative Understanding of Holocaust Memory 343

https://www.education.gouv.fr/27-janvier-journee-de-la-memoire-des-genocides-et-de-la-prevention-des-crimes-contre-l-humanite-11057
https://www.education.gouv.fr/27-janvier-journee-de-la-memoire-des-genocides-et-de-la-prevention-des-crimes-contre-l-humanite-11057


However, 27 January in France is also appropriated by a variety of associa-
tions, foundations and museums, which each organise their own ceremonies.5

For instance, every year the Auschwitz Deportees Union organises a commemora-
tion at the tomb of the unknown soldier at the Arc de Triomphe in Paris. The cer-
emony’s leaders partake in the rite of reviving the flame under the Arc. Since
1923, this flame has burned as a tribute to all soldiers who have died in battle.
Every night a veterans’ or war victims’ association revives the flame so that these
soldiers will not be forgotten. By doing so on 27 January, the Auschwitz Deport-
ees Union links the history of the Auschwitz deportees not to the figure of the
victim of genocide, but to the symbolic representation of all soldiers. Interna-
tional Holocaust Remembrance Day is also subject to more overt criticism by
some groups representing the memory of political inmates, who argue that
the day should commemorate all victims of Auschwitz, and not just Jewish vic-
tims.6 While the state interprets international memory narratives and commemora-
tions, other individual reconstructions of memory seek to contest and reinterpret
27 January in ways that belie the idea of a “cosmopolitan memory”.

3 Soviet liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau
moulded by contemporary geopolitical
concerns

Commemoration of the Holocaust has been a relatively recent development in
the Russian Federation. For a long time, the tragedy was incorporated into the
wider national narrative of the Great Patriotic War. The genocide inflicted upon
Europe’s Jewish population was rarely acknowledged as a distinct tragedy
(Gershenson 2013, 2). Following the Soviet Union’s disintegration, which resulted
in the limited opening of archives and a more open examination of the Holocaust
(Altman 2018, 227), both official and local discourses have found space to ac-
knowledge the nature of the Nazi genocide to some extent. The memory of the

5 “Journée internationale à la mémoire des victimes de la Shoah – 2020.” Fondation pour
la Mémoire de la Shoah, https://www.fondationshoah.org/memoire/journee-internationale-la-
memoire-des-victimes-de-la-shoah-2020 (30 November 2020).
6 These observations were made during previous research conducted on an association (Hen-
nebert 2014). Some members of this association, which commemorates two convoys of political
inmates who were deported to Auschwitz, are opposed to the Holocaust Remembrance Day.
The latter is understood as a means to silence the diversity of the people who were imprisoned
and murdered in the camp.
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Holocaust has, however, been employed in Russia to make a more general argu-
ment about the Soviet contribution to the war effort, as opposed to acknowledg-
ing the Holocaust and the suffering of European Jews in particular.

Much of the commemoration surrounding the Holocaust is grounded in the
role played by the Soviet Red Army in the liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau on
27 January 1945. Indeed, 27 January has taken on an increasingly central role
since the Russian state co-authored the UN Resolution to make 27 January Holo-
caust Remembrance Day.7 However, the Russian state does not at present com-
memorate the day officially (Altman 2014).

What is more, and despite its role in establishing Holocaust Remembrance Day,
the Russian state continues to challenge the cosmopolitan narrative. The official
narrative of the Holocaust has sometimes been framed by Russian political actors as
a reminder to the world of the USSR’s heroic role in the liberation of Europe. Follow-
ing accusations from abroad that Russia (or the USSR) was partially responsible for
the outbreak of war and for Soviet occupation in Central and Eastern Europe –
Russo-Polish tensions flared particularly sharply in 2020 as the two countries en-
gaged in a rhetorical and public battle about the implications of the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact and the start of World War II – this heroic national narrative has
been employed to bolster Russia’s international legitimacy.8

For example, in June 2020 Vladimir Putin published an editorial in the con-
servative-leaning American magazine The National Interest. In the article, Putin
examined what he considered to be the “real lessons of the 75th Anniversary of
World War II”.9 Released just days before the Russian state’s rescheduled
Victory Day parade, the president argued that he was “compelled” to publish
the article to prevent repetition of the tragedies of the Holocaust from repeating
themselves.10 Whilst the piece predominantly served as a weapon against the

7 “Privetstvennoe poslanie Ministra inostrannykh del Rossii S. V. Lavrova uchastnikam memori-
al’nogo vechera, posvyashchennogo Mezhdunarodnomu dnyu pamyati zhertv Kholokosta.”Minis-
terstvo inostrannykh del Rossiiskoy Federatsii, 29 January 2007, https://www.mid.ru/web/guest/
foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/382962 (27 November 2020).
8 For an example, see “Vystuplenie Ministra inostrannykh del Rossii S. V. Lavrova pered gre-
cheskoy obshchetsvennost’yu, Afiny, 2 dekabrya 2009 goda.” Ministerstvo inostrannykh del
Rossiiskoy Federatsii, 3 December 2019, https://www.mid.ru/web/guest/maps/gr/-/asset_pub
lisher/D4tBbKa1q61C/content/id/270818 (27 November 2020).
9 “Vladimir Putin: The Real Lessons of the 75th Anniversary of World War II.” The National
Interest, 18 June 2020, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/vladimir-putin-real-lessons-75th-
anniversary-world-war-ii-162982 (19 June 2020).
10 “Putin Publishes Essay on ‘Real Lessons’ of WWII.” The Moscow Times, 18 June 2020,
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2020/06/18/putin-publishes-essay-on-real-lessons-of-wwii
-a70623 (25 January 2021).
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disputes about the start of the war, it also reinforced Putin’s heroic approach to
memory, albeit not necessarily in the context of the Holocaust in particular. He
reminded the reader that it was the Soviet Union “that claimed an epic, crush-
ing victory over Nazism and saved the entire world”.11

Vladimir Putin was also one of the speakers invited to the “Remembering
the Holocaust: Fighting Antisemitism World Holocaust Forum” event held at
Yad Vashem on 23 January 2020. Speaking at the event, Putin used his platform
to remind the world of the prominent role played by the Soviet Army in the de-
feat against Nazism more generally, noting: “We paid a price so terrible that no
nation had ever before dreamed of such a thing: 27 million dead.”12 In this in-
stance, the Holocaust was framed by issues of national concern about suppos-
edly Russophobic narratives propagated by states in the former Soviet bloc.13

The incident, however, was not unique. In a speech to commemorate the seven-
tieth anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau, Putin argued that
“the Russian people bore the main burden on their shoulders in the fight
against Nazism. 70 percent of all the soldiers and officers of the Red Army were
Russian people.”14

These two examples are emblematic of the state’s emphasis on the Soviet
contribution to the war effort, rather than on Jewish or individual suffering,
when it comes to Holocaust memory. The USSR’s role in the war and in the lib-
eration of Auschwitz-Birkenau had become a hot topic by 2020. The focus on
the “Soviet” contribution to the war effort is a means to restore Soviet camara-
derie to the Russian imagination of the former Soviet bloc and thereby highlight
a shared contribution to this heroic feat. For this reason, Russian state memory
of the Holocaust does not in these instances align closely with the idea of cos-
mopolitan memory. Rather, Holocaust memory, specifically that of the role of
the Red Army in liberating Auschwitz-Birkenau, seems to be employed in cir-
cumstances in order to bolster Russia’s international legitimacy.

11 “Vladimir Putin: The Real Lessons of the 75th Anniversary of World War II.” The National
Interest, 18 June 2020, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/vladimir-putin-real-lessons-75th-
anniversary-world-war-ii-162982 (14 November 2021).
12 “Forum ‘Sokhranyaem pamyat’ o Kholokoste, boremsya s antisemitizmom.’” Sayt Prezi-
denta Rossii, 23 January 2020, http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/62646/audios
(17 March 2021).
13 For an example, see “Brifing ofitsial’nogo predstavitelya MID Rossii M. V. Zakharovoi,
Moskva, 23 yanvarya 2020 goda.” Ministerstvo inostrannykh del Rossiyskoy Federatsii, 23 Janu-
ary 2020, https://www.mid.ru/web/guest/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonk
JE02Bw/content/id/4004544 (27 November 2020).
14 “International Holocaust Remembrance Day.” President of Russia, 27 January 2015, http://
en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/47529 (17 November 2020).
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4 Conclusion

Local examples of Holocaust commemoration in France and the Russian Federa-
tion challenge a supposedly dominant “cosmopolitan memory” of the Holocaust.
The official narratives in both nations engage with elements of the cosmopolitan
memory narrative by commemorating cornerstones of that memory, including
27 January in Russia and the Righteous Among the Nations in France. These are
indications of some narratives surrounding the Holocaust that are, indeed, glo-
balised. However, cosmopolitan memory has been variously instrumentalised in
order to present a positive image abroad and challenged for national and local
purposes by state and non-state actors. Cosmopolitan memory, far from being
universal, is constantly reinterpreted and reappropriated. Topics that might com-
plicate the local narratives of heroic and united opposition to fascism and fascist
crimes – collaboration in France and the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact in Russia –
are either open to challenge or deliberately suppressed or elided. Instead, coun-
tries are able to appropriate elements of certain globalised narratives that sup-
port their self-identification as heroic individuals and ignore those topics that
contradict the broader sense of national and local pride. The following chapters
examine local resistance to the cosmopolitan narrative in the format of Holocaust
conferences for schoolchildren in Russia and the individual appropriations of
memory frameworks among young Jewish people in France.
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