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INTRODUCTION

MirjaM Sarah BruSiuS

The post-war German concept of Vergangenheitsbewältigung has been 
contested in recent years. Prompted by appeals for Germany, like 
Brit ain and other European nations, to revisit its own colonial past,1 
the question of whether the Holocaust should play a singular role in 
future memory culture has emerged as one of the most contro versial 
issues in recent debates. Should it retain its unique status in German 
memory as the country engages with hitherto neglected layers of its 
col onial history? Why are these histories thought of as binary—even 
com peting—rather than as historically entangled, thereby suggest-
ing a hier archy of victi mhood, an Opfer konkurrenz, when it comes to 
forms of com memor ation? What con nections are there be tween colo-
nial atro cities and the Holo caust, and what can the former teach us 
about the latter? How should the memory land scape change in an 
in creas ingly diverse and multi cultural society, in which differ ent 
minor itized groups relate differently—or not at all—to Ger many’s 
past and demand their own forms of commemoration?

I would like to thank the contributors to the round table in this special issue, as 
well as Christina von Hodenberg, Matthew Vollgraff, Angela Davies, and Jozef 
van der Voort, for critical comments on previous drafts of this intro duction.

1 Early criticism and activist pressure on Germany to engage with its colo-
nial pasts came from initia tives, collectives, and projects such as Initia tive 
Schwarze Men schen in Deutsch land (ISD Bund e.V.), Berlin Post kolonial 
e.V., Savvy Con tem porary, No Hum boldt 21!, and Barazani.berlin, where 
some long-standing activists are still involved in these matters today. See also 
Helma Lutz and Kathrin Gawarecki (eds.), Kolonialismus und Erinnerungs
kultur: Die Kol onial vergangenheit im kollektiven Gedächtnis der deutschen und 
nieder länd ischen Ein wanderungs gesellschaft (Münster, 2005). 
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While Opferkonkurrenz,2 the focus of this special issue, has a long his-
tory in the aftermath of the Holocaust, the question of which groups 
saw themselves as victims at what moment in time is not straight-
forward. German perpet rators and fellow travel lers of the Holo caust, 
for ex ample, initially saw themselves as victims of the war—a view 
which held sway for decades. Germans denied guilt by pre sent ing 
them selves as op pressed by the system of Nazi rule. What is now read 
as an attempt at German self-victimization, how ever, can be better 
under stood in terms of the con tin uous con struction of a larger histor-
ical narra tive. The Fed eral Repub lic of Ger many (FRG) and the German 
Demo cratic Repub lic (GDR) both in directly en couraged com petition for 
the status of victim within the frame work of Opfer kon kur renz during the 
post-war period, not least be cause the state dis trib uted wel fare money 
to victims. Victims, how ever, were clearly hier arch ized. The early FRG, 
for ex ample, priv ileged German ‘victims’ over for eign ers, sol diers over 
civil ians, and men over women.3 In the GDR, com munists were privil-
eged over Jews and other victims. As the cate gory of victim ex panded 
2 The term Opferkonkurrenz has also been widely used for the com petition be-
tween Western and Eastern European memory cultures with respect to the 
Second World War in the last two decades. In the round table in this spe cial 
issue, Patricia Piberger and Hannah Tzuberi show that what we under stand 
as victim hood today was not yet fully formed in the years after the Second 
World War, when ‘identi tarian victim hood’ as a con cept did not exist. See 
Jean-Michel Chau mont, Die Kon kurrenz der Opfer: Genozid, Identi tät und An
erkennung, trans. Thomas Laug stien (Springe, 2001), origin ally pub lished in 
French as La con currence des vic times: Géno cide, iden tité, re con naissance (Paris, 
1997). On Opfer konkurrenz, see also Aleida Assmann, Das neue Un behagen an 
der Er inner ungs kultur: Eine Inter vention (Munich, 2013; 4th edn 2021), 142–80. 
The ex pansion of the cate gory of victim hood was initially un connected to the 
Na tional Socialist me morial context. See Svenja Golter mann, Opfer: Die Wahr
nehmung von Krieg und Gewalt in der Moderne (Frankfurt am Main, 2017).
3 For the hierarchies of victimhood, see Robert G. Moeller, War Stories: The 
Search for a Usable Past in the Federal Republic of Germany (Berkeley, 2001); Wulf 
Kan steiner, ‘Losing the War, Win ning the Memory Battle: The Legacy of Naz-
ism, World War II, and the Holo caust in the Fed eral Repub lic of Ger many’, 
in id., Richard Ned Lebow, and Claudio Fogu (eds.), The Pol itics of Memory in 
Post war Europe (Durham, NC, 2006), 102–46, at 109–10; Anna Schnädel bach, 
Krieger witwen: Lebens bewältigung zwischen Arbeit und Familie in West deutsch land 
nach 1945 (Frankfurt am Main, 2009); and Norbert Frei, Vergangen heits politik: Die 
Anfänge der Bundes republik und die NSVergangen heit (Munich, 1997; paper back 
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in post-war Ger many (espe cially in the FRG) in re sponse to de mands 
by LGBTQ, Sinti and Roma, Black, and dis ability rights groups, differ-
ent notions of plural ity pre vailed.4 Yet who was in cluded in this 
con versation and on what prem ises, and what role did the German 
state play in organ izing sup posed hier archies in these trans form ations 
and re configur ations? It is there fore import ant to under stand the di-
versifi cation of Nazi victims in the me morial con text since the 1980s in 
con nection with the for mation of the notion of pas sive victim hood, the 
rise of trauma, and newly emer ging con cepts of victimhood.5

In 2019 we organized a round table in London which approached 
differ ent forms of com memor ation not as exclusive, but as mutually 
inform ative, looking at how colonial history, the Second World War, 
and the Holocaust intersect. At the time, these were press ing ques-
tions for the UK: calls had been made for in sti tutional ized forms 

2012); pub lished in English as Adenauer’s Germany and the Nazi Past: The Politics 
of Amnesty and Integration, trans. Joel Golb (New York, 2002).
4 More generally on post-war memory culture, see e.g. Moeller, War Stories; 
Edgar Wolfrum, Geschichtspolitik in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland: Der Weg 
zur bundes republikanischen Erinnerung 1948–1990 (Darmstadt, 1999); Harald 
Welzer, Sabine Moller, and Karoline Tschuggnall, ‘Opa war kein Nazi’: Na
tional sozialismus und Holo caust im Familien gedächtnis (Frank furt am Main, 
2002); Alon Confino, Germany as a Culture of Remembrance: Promises and Limits 
of Writing History (Chapel Hill, 2006); A. Dirk Moses, German Intel lectuals and 
the Nazi Past (Cambridge, 2007); Martin Sabrow (ed.), Der Streit um die Erinner
ung (Leip zig, 2008), 9–24; Frei, Vergangenheits politik; Frank Biess, Republik der 
Angst: Eine andere Geschichte der Bundesrepublik (Reinbek bei Hamburg, 2019); 
and Ulrich Herbert, A History of TwentiethCentury Germany, trans. Ben Fowkes 
(New York, 2019), esp. part IV. 
5 Patricia Piberger and Felix Axster, ‘Multidirektionale Erinnerung: Wege aus 
der Erinnerungs konkurrenz’, workshop held as part of the con ference ‘Blick-
winkel: Von Strippen ziehern & Terror ist en. Res senti ments gegen Jüd innen und 
Juden und Muslim*innen in der post national sozialistischen Gesell schaft’, 7–8 
Dec. 2020, organ ized by the Bildungs stätte Anne Frank (Frank furt am Main) 
in co-operation with the Stiftung ‘Erinner ung, Ver ant wortung und Zu kunft’ 
(EVZ), the Bundes zentrale für Polit ische Bild ung (BPB), the Zen trum für Anti-
semitismus forschung der TU Berlin, the Akademie für Islam und Wissen schaft 
in der Gesell schaft (AIWG), and the Gesell schaften für Christlich-Jüdische Zu-
sammen arbeit. See the report at [https://www.bs-anne-frank.de/fileadmin/
content/Tagungsbericht_Blickwinkel_2020.pdf], accessed 28 July 2022. With 
thanks to the workshop organizers for sharing content.
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of com memor ation, monu ments, and mu seums regard ing Brit ain’s 
histor ical involve ment in slavery, colonial ism, and their leg acies, and 
the coun try had also em barked on the pro ject of cre ating a Na tional 
Holo caust Me morial.6 Our event was in formed by Michael Roth berg’s 
Multi directional Memory, pub lished in 2009, which argues that Holo caust 
re mem brance also has the poten tial to open up routes for com memor-
ating differ ent victim ized groups and con tested na tional pasts (though 
the oppos ite can be true as well).7 What does it mean, for in stance, if 
for merly per secuted groups them selves become problem atic actors, 
such as when Jewish exiles from Nazi Ger many found refuge on land 
that was origin ally owned by indi genous popu lations, as in Aus tralia? 
How does col onial his tory in South Asia inter sect with that of forced 
migra tion from Europe since the 1930s? Cre ating a dia logue be tween 
schol ars of the Holo caust, colonial ism, and the Brit ish Empire—Avril 
Alba, Yasmin Khan, and Tom Lawson re spect ively—to reflect on na-
tional and trans national leg acies, we pub lished the round table in 2020.8

While this is thus not the first time that the GHIL Bulletin has con-
trib uted to dis cussions on the future of memory cultures, the con text 
of this debate has changed con sider ably since our 2020 publi cation. 
Al though the topic hit a nerve, we as organizers could not predict 
that Ger many would see a number of debates about the memory 
of the Holo caust and colonial ism—some of them div isive and acri-
monious—which con tinue to this day. One key event was the re lease 
of the German trans lation of Roth berg’s Multi directional Memory in 
2021,9 which, des pite having been pub lished in English twelve years 
earlier, was con tro versially dis cussed in the German media. While our 
round table was per ceived by readers as a straight forward schol arly 
con trib ution that moved re search for ward by build ing on Roth berg’s 
6 David Tollerton, ‘ “A New Sacred Space in the Centre of London”: The Vic toria 
Tower Gardens Holocaust Memorial and the Religious–Secular Land scape of 
Contemporary Britain’, Journal of Religion & Society, 19 (2017), 1–22.
7 Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the 
Age of Decolonization (Stanford, Calif., 2009).
8 Stefanie Rauch (ed.), ‘Multi directional Memory? National Holocaust Me-
morials and (Post-)Colonial Legacies’, German Historical Institute London 
Bul letin, 42/1 (2020), 2–25.
9 Michael Rothberg, Multidirektionale Erinnerung: Holocaustgedenken im Zeit
alter der Dekolonisierung, trans. Max Henninger (Berlin, 2021). 
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frame work, the German recep tion of Roth berg’s book laid bare the 
gulf between con tem porary inter national research and its trans lation 
into public history and debates on memory culture.

The German reception of this book cannot be detached from the 
wider dis cussions on collective memory that surrounded it in post-
war Germany, which had slowly intensi fied since 2019.10 They touched 
on the central ity and com para bility of the Holo caust,11 its relation-
ship with col onial his tory, its mean ing today for na tional iden tity, 
do mestic and foreign pol itics (in par ticu lar, Ger many’s relation ship 
with Israel), the govern ance of Jewish–Muslim re lations, and defin-
itions of anti semitism. These de bates had become more fre quent since 
the legally non-binding 2019 Bundes tag reso lution de claring the Boy-
cott, Divest ment, and Sanc tions (BDS) move ment and crit icism of 
the state of Israel to be in herently anti semitic.12 In recent years, the 

10 For a different contextualization of the debate, see Michael Rothberg, ‘Lived 
Multi directionality: “Historikerstreit 2.0” and the Politics of Holocaust’, in 
Memory Studies, special issue on ‘Mnemonic Wars’ (forthcoming, 2022).
11 See e.g. Michael Rothberg and Jürgen Zimmerer, ‘Enttabuisiert den Ver-
gleich! Die Geschichts schreibung global isieren, das Gedenken plural isieren: 
Warum sich die deutsche Erinnerungs landschaft ver ändern muss’, Die Zeit, 4 
Apr. 2021, at [https://www.zeit.de/2021/14/erinnerungskultur-gedenken-
pluralisieren-holocaust-vergleich-globalisierung-geschichte], ac cessed 27 July 
2022, on the reluct ance to think about the Holocaust in com para tive terms. Most 
recent claims seem to accept com parison, but only to prove the unique ness of 
the Holo caust. For the reluct ance to com pare between racism, anti semitism, and 
Islamo phobia in public debate, see Farid Hafez, ‘Public and Schol arly Debates 
on the Com parison of Islamo phobia and Anti-Semitism in Ger many’, Kirch liche 
Zeit geschichte, 32/2 (2019), 277–90. 
12 The 2019 Bundestag resolution: ‘BDS-Bewegung entschlossen entgegen-
treten—Antisemitismus bekämpfen’ meant the end of fund ing for pro jects 
that dir ectly or in directly sup port the BDS cam paign; see [https://www.
bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2019/kw20-de-bds-642892], ac cessed 27  
July 2022. In an effort to create aware ness of the poten tial marginal ization of 
dis regarded voices and the op pression of cul tural di versity and crit ical per-
spectives, the de cision was op posed by Initia tive Welt offenheit, who stressed 
re liance on a ‘public sphere that allows for dis putatious and contro versial de-
bates in accord ance with the norms of the German con sti tution.’ See the full 
state ment at [https://www.gg53weltoffenheit.org/en/statement/], ac cessed 
27 July 2022. Unlike the Inter national Holo caust Re mem brance Alliance defin-
ition of anti semitism, the more recent Jerusalem Declaration de taches crit icism 
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German state has intro duced differ ent meas ures to define the terms of 
these de bates, and these have had funda mental con sequences for the 
actions of in sti tutions, initia tives, and indi viduals.13

In 2019, for instance, the Jewish Museum Berlin, which had initi-
ated pro grammes to en courage Jewish–Muslim dia logue, was ac cused 
of trans form ing itself into a forum for BDS.14 In 2020, Ger many saw 
the Mbembe Debate, in which a German Free Demo cratic Party polit-
ician ac cused the Camer oon ian histor ian and theor ist Achille Mbembe 
of anti semitism—a charge that has since been lev elled at a number of 
intel lectuals, aca demics, artists, and journal ists, and which in a number 
of cases has itself led to racist and anti semitic dis crimin ation.15 The 

of Israel from anti semitism. See ‘The Jerusalem Declaration on Anti semitism’, at 
[https://jerusalemdeclaration.org/], accessed 27 July 2022.
13 These include the appointment of Felix Klein as Beauftragter der Bun-
des regierung für jüdisches Leben in Deutschland und den Kampf gegen 
Anti semitismus (Federal German government commissioner for Jewish life in 
Ger many and the fight against antisemitism) in 2018. 
14 See the letter of 21 Dec. 2019 from Yasemin Shooman, former director of the 
Jew ish Museum’s Academy Programme, to Jürgen Kaube of the Frank furter 
All gemeine Zeit ung, in which she sets the record straight, at [https://rat-fuer-
migration.de/richtigstellung-yasemin-shooman-faz-artikel/], accessed 27 July 
2022.
15 The assumption that these accusations curtailed marginalized voices—in 
this case Mbembe as a Black and African voice in Germany—was not ad-
equately discussed. For an interpret ation of the Mbembe Debate, see 
‘Forum: The Achille Mbembe Controversy and the German Debate about 
Anti semitism, Israel, and the Holo caust’, Jour nal of Geno cide Research, 
23/3 (2021), 371–3. For an over view of articles, see Serdar Güneş, ‘Wer 
zuerst . . . sagt, hat ge wonnen: Die Achille Mbembe Debatte—Eine Artikel-
liste’, Serdargunes’ Blog, 18 May 2020, at [https://serdargunes.wordpress.
com/2020/05/18/wer-zuerst-x-sagt-hat-gewonnen-die-achille-mbembe-
debatte-eine-artikelliste/], ac cessed 27 July 2022. The most recent ex ample 
is an ‘anti semitism de bate’ in re lation to docu menta fifteen, cur ated by the 
Indo nesian col lective ruan grupa. This de bate was initi ated by a right-wing 
blog long before any art works were put on dis play, and at the time of 
writing has not been set tled. For an over view, see Hans Eichel, ‘Jetzt geht es 
immer weniger um die Kunst, die auf der docu menta fifteen gezeigt wird’, 
Frank furter Rund schau, 18 July 2022, at [https://www.fr.de/kultur/kunst/ 
jetzt-geht-es-immer-wenigerum-die-kunst-die-auf-der-documenta-fifteen-
gezeigt-wird-91674434.html], ac cessed 29 July 2022, and Eyal Weiz mann, ‘In 
Kassel’, London Review of Books, 4 Aug. 2022.
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dis cussion in 2021 evolved in par ticu lar from Dirk Moses’s essay on ‘The 
German Catech ism’,16 which argues that the Holo caust’s unique ness 
pro vides the moral foun dation of of ficial (state-led) German iden tity, 
from which a specific re sponsi bility for Jews and the state of Israel is 
de rived. This also ties it to broad defin itions of anti semitism. The result, 
Moses claims, is a tacit but bind ing ‘catech ism’—a dogma—as a result of 
which in sti tutions, the media, establish ment intel lectuals, and govern-
ment bodies in Ger many become the gate keepers of memory cul ture. 
Moses argues that chal lenges to these points, in cluding those that re flect 
plural istic Jewish view points, are sub ject to public cen sure; how ever, 
this obser vation was largely ig nored in the media debate that fol lowed. 
In stead, media re sponses to the essay focused on the unique ness of the 
Holo caust—a frame work that in vites com petitive victim hood—rather 
than en gaging with other key points, such as the plea to con sider more 
in clusive his tories that are under-represented pre cisely because of the 
lack of di verse voices. These latter points were soon con firmed by the 
homo genous media debate which, ironic ally, largely denied the exist-
ence of such a ‘catech ism’.17 As it evolved, the debate was also driven 
not pri marily by histor ians, but by journal ists, so it seems in accurate to 
call it a Historiker streit.18 While it returned, albeit from a very differ ent 

16 The essay by the historian and comparative genocide scholar Dirk Moses was 
pub lished on the web site Ge schichte der Gegen wart, 23 May 2021, at [https:// 
geschichtedergegenwart.ch/the-german-catechism/], ac cessed 27 July 2022. 
For an over view of the debate, see Serdar Güneş, ‘Holo caust, Histor iker streit, 
(Post-)Colonialism, Memory De bates’, Serdar gunes’ Blog, 4 June 2021, at [https://
serdargunes.wordpress.com/2021/06/04/a-debate-german-catechism- 
holocaust-and-post-colonialism/], accessed 27 July 2022. See also Jürgen Haber-
mas, ‘Der neue Historiker streit’, Philos ophie Magazin, 60 (2021), 10–11.
17 While the controversy initially featured contributions from a wide range of 
inter national and di verse scholars on a US blog, including authors who had a 
per sonal stake in the issue, these voices were quickly side lined in the mono-
lithic and less nuanced media debate within Ger many itself. See the New 
Fasc ism Syl labus Blog, May–Aug. 2021, at [http://newfascismsyllabus.com/
category/opinions/the-catechism-debate/], accessed 27 July 2022.
18 This suggests a resumption of the original Historikerstreit (‘histor ians’ 
debate’) as initi ated by the German histor ian Ernst Nolte in 1986, which centred 
on the singu lar ity of the Holo caust. See Forever in the Shadow of Hitler? Original 
Docu ments of the Historiker streit, the Con troversy Con cern ing the Singular ity of the 
Holo caust, trans. James Knowl ton and Truett Cates (Atlantic Highlands, NJ, 
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angle, to the ques tions that had prompt ed the origin al Historiker streit, 
in cluding that of the Holo caust’s singular ity, the debate was also funda-
mentally differ ent in that it ques tioned the status of memory cul ture 
in Europe’s in creas ingly di verse soci eties. It also high lighted a cur rent 
crisis in public his tory, marked by a widen ing gap be tween histor-
ical re search, memory cul ture, and public debate. This will pre sent a 
par ticu lar chal lenge in Ger many in the coming years, prompt ing press-
ing ques tions about what the future in sti tutional venue should be for 
nuanced public de bates under girded by histor ical re search, and what 
role we as histor ians should play in them.

At the heart of this discussion—on a meta-level that is rarely men-
tioned—is not simply the question of singularity and who deserves 
to be re mem bered by the domin ant memory regime, but also that of 
who gets to speak and be heard, and can do so without taking a risk. 
The German dogma of ‘never again’ has slowly pro duced a cli mate of 
fear, accord ing to some, in which only those who belong to the major-
ity, and those with secure posts, have the privil ege of ex press ing their 
thoughts freely. How ever, for histor ian of Islamic art Wendy Shaw 
these issues are not unrelated to Germany’s difficult past:

If my colleagues are the Nachwuchs of the Nazis it was not 
because of their birth as Germans, but because many had not 
re thought the nature of authority and exclusion and re placed 
the white–patriarchal hierarchy at the heart of universities with 
a working system of diversity and inclusion.19

That said, there are larger structural issues that directly impact on 
how memory cultures are discussed. The #IchBinHanna debate that 
high lighted the pre carious work ing conditions in German aca demia, 
for ex ample, was a fre quent and pivotal point of dis cussion be tween 

1993); Rudolf Augstein et al., Historiker streit: Die Doku men tation der Kon tro verse 
um die Einzig artig keit der national sozial ist isch en Juden ver nicht ung (Munich, 1987); 
Kan steiner, ‘Losing the War’; and Charles S. Maier, The Un master able Past: His
tory, Holo caust, and German Na tional Iden tity (Cam bridge, Mass., 1988).
19 Wendy M. K. Shaw, ‘Cannibalising the Foundations of Western Civil iza-
tion’, in Staci B. Martin and Deepra Dandekar (eds.), Global South Schol ars in 
the West ern Acad emy: Harness ing Unique Ex peri ences, Know ledges, and Pos ition al
ity in Third Space (New York, 2021), 77–91, at 85.
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the editor and authors of the round table included in this special issue, 
all of whom are early or mid-career and non-tenured academics.

Yet how new were these discussions, and to what extent was the 
media debate simply a push back against changes that were al ready 
hap pen ing? The crit icism that Holocaust com memor ation has become 
too ritual ized and lost its moral signifi cance to contemporary forms of 
dis crimin ation has been ex pressed for some time.20 Others have called 
for more ser ious engage ment with differ ent victim ized groups and 
for their de mands to be heard.21 Exist ing forms of com memor ation, 
so the crit icism goes, mainly grant abso lution to those whom Sin thu-
jan Varatha rajah und Mosh tari Hilal call Menschen mit Nazi hinter grund 
(people with a Nazi back ground), an epi thet deliber ately chosen to 
make rhetoric ally vis ible a group of actors who have gone largely 
un remarked over the dec ades, despite domin ating the pol itics of com-
memor ation.22 How ever, just as the Leg acies of Brit ish Slavery pro ject 
has looked into the eco nomic bene fits which racial systems of exploit-
ation bring for the ruling classes in Britain, this aspect has recently 
20 According to Robert Meister, the end of the Cold War turned the Holo-
caust into a closed and un reach able event. See Robert Meister, After Evil: A 
Politics of Human Rights (New York, 2011). For more recent critical ap proaches 
to memory culture, see Max Czollek, Desintegriert Euch! (Munich, 2018); 
Susan Neiman, Learning from the Germans: Confronting Race and the Memory 
of Evil (London, 2019); Mohamed Amjahid, ‘Die deutsche Erinnerungs über-
legen heit’, SPIEGEL Kultur, 6 Mar. 2021, at [https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/
holocaust-gedenken-die-deutsche-erinnerungsueberlegenheit-a-056d10a7-
2b3c-4383-804e-c2130ed6581d], accessed 27 July 2022; Natan Sznaider, Flucht  
punkte der Erinner ung: Über die Gegenwart von Holocaust und Kolonial is mus 
(Munich, 2022).
21 See Sultan Doughan and Hanan Toukan, ‘How Germany’s Memory 
Cul ture Censors Palestinians’, Jacobin, 16 July 2022, at [https://jacobin.
com/2022/07/germany-israel-palestine-antisemitism-art-documenta], 
accessed 27 July 2022.
22 See Instagram post by Moshtari Hilal, posting as mooshtariii, 15 Feb. 2021, at 
[https://www.instagram.com/tv/CLU2dZiqvMG/?igshid=13lw2jn283o89], 
and the playlist of videos on YouTube at [https://www.youtube.com/ 
playlist?list=PLSMnbItgwLfmhgAK6NBvwhHGDFI-VAhJ_], both accessed 
27 July 2022. See also Michael Roth berg, ‘ “People with a Nazi Back ground”: 
Race, Memory, and Re sponsi bility’, LA Review of Books, 20 May 2021, at 
[https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/people-with-a-nazi-background-race-
memory-and-responsibility/], accessed 27 July 2022.
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become a point of discussion in Germany that is likely to invite deeper 
research in future.23

As even the current German president Frank-Walter Stein meier 
has recently con cluded, memory culture is not fit for purpose in a post-
migration Ger many whose mi grant groups have their own modes and 
forms of com memor ation that are en tangled with German his tory in 
myriad ways.24 Recent re search has also argued that memory cul ture 
has not put a stop to the dis crimin ation and vio lence that has been 
going on since 1945. In fact, there has been a troubling cor rel ation 
between the ‘ritual ization of Holo caust re mem brance and the rise 
of the far-right’, as par tici pants in a recent con ference pointed out.25 
One group of victims is thus re mem bered at the ex pense of others—in 
par ticu lar Muslim immi grants—creating com peting forms of com-
memor ation.26 It begs the ques tion of what lessons can be drawn 

23 See Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery at [https:// 
www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/], accessed 27 July 2022; David de Jong, Nazi Billionaires: 
The Dark History of Germany’s Wealthiest Dynasties (London, 2022).
24 Speech by Bundespräsident Frank-Walter Steinmeier, ‘Festakt zur Er öff-
nung der Aus stellungen des Ethno logischen Museums und des Mu seums 
für Asiatische Kunst der Staat lichen Museen zu Berlin im Humbolt-Forum’, 
Office of the Federal President Berlin, 22 Sept. 2021, at [https://www.
bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Reden/DE/Frank-Walter-Steinmeier/
Reden/2021/09/210922-Humboldt-Forum.html], accessed 27 July 2022.
25 The conference, entitled ‘Hijacking Memory: The Holocaust and the New 
Right’, was held at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin, 9–12 June 2022. See 
details at [https://www.hkw.de/en/programm/projekte/2022/hijacking_
memory/start.php], accessed 27 July 2022, and the con ference report by 
Joshua Leifer, ‘The Challenge of Defending Memory in Ger many’, Jewish 
Cur rents, 7 July 2022, at [jewishcurrents.org/the-challenge-of-defending-
memory-in-germany], accessed 27 July 2022. See also Valentina Pisanty, The 
Guard ians of Memory and the Return of the Xenophobic Right, trans. Alastair 
McEwan (New York, 2021).
26 See the interview with Sultan Doughan in this issue. See also Michael 
Roth berg and Yasemin Yildiz, ‘Memory Citizen ship: Migrant Archives 
of Holo caust Re mem brance in Con tem porary Ger many’, Paral lax, 17/4 
(2011), 32–48; Esra Özyürek, ‘Export–Import Theory and the Racial ization 
of Anti-Semitism: Turkish- and Arab-Only Pre vention Pro grams in Ger-
many’, Com para tive Studies in Soci ety and His tory, 58/1 (2016), 40–65; ead., 
‘Re think ing Em pathy: Emo tions Trig gered by the Holo caust among the 
Muslim-Minority in Ger many’, Anthro pological Theory, 18/4 (2018), 456–77; 

MeMory CultureS 2.0

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/
https://www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Reden/DE/Frank-Walter-Steinmeier/Reden/2021/09/210922-Humboldt-Forum.html
https://www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Reden/DE/Frank-Walter-Steinmeier/Reden/2021/09/210922-Humboldt-Forum.html
https://www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Reden/DE/Frank-Walter-Steinmeier/Reden/2021/09/210922-Humboldt-Forum.html
https://www.hkw.de/en/programm/projekte/2022/hijacking_memory/start.php
https://www.hkw.de/en/programm/projekte/2022/hijacking_memory/start.php
http://jewishcurrents.org/the-challenge-of-defending-memory-in-germany
http://jewishcurrents.org/the-challenge-of-defending-memory-in-germany


13

from that his tory if it is not repurposed for current struggles against 
in equal ity.

Opferkonkurrenz will be employed here as an analytical term to be 
histor icized and scrutin ized—as a frame work con sti tuting German 
polit ics that often con tinues to force minor itized groups to pos ition 
them selves in re lation to domin ant state per ceptions of what con sti-
tutes victim hood. Relation ships be tween groups, as the con trib utors 
show, are ex cluded and ig nored by this state drama turgy. Yet the 
cur rent situ ation is more nuanced, as Stein meier’s speech showed. 
While German govern ance may ex clude and ignore solid arity, it has 
also been ob served that the state has become increas ingly inter est ed 
in over coming com petition. This has become vis ible in the con text of 
the Holo caust Me morial in Berlin, and in the fund ing of groups that 
en courage solid arity between victim groups.

The authors writing in this special issue will explore path ways 
from Jewish studies, memory studies, European and col onial his-
tory, anthro pology, and art his tory. The spe cial issue com bines two 
dy namic formats: inter views and a round table. It opens with an inter-
view with Michael Roth berg on the pit falls of using victim hood as a 
con cept, his re flections on the two years since the publi cation of our last 
round table, and the argu ment of his new book, Memory Citizen ship: 
Mi grant Ar chives of Holo caust Re mem brance, co-authored with Yasemin 
Yildiz. The centre piece is a round table on Opfer konkurrenz with com-
men taries and re sponses by Manuela Bauche, Patricia Piberger and 
Hannah Tzuberi, and Sébastien Tremblay, who have pub lished and 
pre sented widely on this topic, and who all gener ously shared input 
in con ceptual izing this special issue.27 This is followed by an inter view 

and Anna-Esther Younes, ‘Fight ing Anti-Semitism in Con tem porary Ger-
many’, Islamo phobia Stud ies Journal, 5/2 (2020), 249–66.
27 For their recent and forthcoming publications, see e.g. Manuela Bauche, 
‘Die Figur des “Mischling” in der Deutschen Anthropologie (1900–1945)’, in 
Matthias Böckmann, Matthias Gockel, Reinhard Kößler, and Henning Melber 
(eds.), Erinnerung, Politik, Solidarität: Internationale Debatten und Per spek tiven 
(Berlin, forth coming); Manuela Bauche, Danna Marshall, Volker Strähle, and 
Kerstin Stuben voll, ‘Geschichte der Ihne straße 22: Re member ing the Kaiser 
Wil helm In sti tute for Anthro pology, Human Hered ity, and Eu genics’, in 
Michelle Gordon and Rachel O’Sullivan (eds.), Colonial Paradigms of Vio lence: 
Com para tive Ana lysis of the Holo caust, Geno cide, and Mass Kill ing (Göttingen, 
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with Sultan Doughan about her re search on ques tions of citizen ship 
and re ligious differ ence in con tem porary Ger many, with an em phasis 
on re lations between Jews and Muslims.28 The spe cial issue closes with 
a con versation with classi cist Jaś Elsner, who ap proaches the topic 
of Opfer konkurrenz through phys ical sites of memory cul ture, taking 
Berlin’s Hum boldt Forum and Museum Island as prisms through 
which to look at ques tions related to com peting forms of com memor-
ation. All con trib utors reflect on where memory culture could go in 
the future and see grounds for both pessim ism and opti mism. Can we 
histor icize solid arity while also living it today, for ex ample, in the re-
search we do and in the ap proaches we choose? How can we ana lyse 
memory dis courses while par tici pating in German civil soci ety? How 
can we frame re search on the past histor ically when inter pret ations of 
his tory are at the centre of the cur rent debates? What are the ma terial 
re per cussions of these de bates for intel lectuals in Germany, and what 
con ditions do they face?

One aim of this special issue is to complicate and refine notions of 
Opfer konkurrenz. While this is deployed as an ana lytical frame work, 
the authors also problem atize any notion oper ating with clear-cut 
cate gories of perpet rator and victim that defy lived real ities.29 Cur rent 
dis cussions focus on the assump tion that victim hood is in herently 
com petitive—some thing that the authors in this spe cial issue chal-
lenge. While com petition be tween differ ent views of his tory was key 
to the form ation of German Holo caust memory, neither com petition 
nor solid arity are in herently pos itive or neg ative. One could, for in-
stance, regard homo national ist queer alli ances against Mus lims as a 

2022), 255–64; Hannah Tzuberi, ‘ “Re forest ing” Jews: The German State and the 
Con struction of “New German Juda ism” ’, Jewish Studies Quarterly, 27/3 (2020), 
199–224; Sébastien Tremblay, ‘Homosynchronism and the Temporal–Memory 
Border: Framing Racialized Bodies, Time, and Mobility in Ger man Queer 
Printed Media’, SCRIPTS Working Papers, 21 (2022), at [https://www.scripts-
berlin.eu/publications/working-paper-series/Working-Paper-21-2022/index.
html], accessed 26 Sept. 2022; and id., ‘Visual Collective Memories of National 
Socialism: Trans atlantic HIV/AIDS Activism and Discourses of Persecutions’, 
German History (9 Sept. 2022), at [https://doi.org/10.1093/gerhis/ghac045].
28 See also Sultan Doughan’s publications on this topic as cited in her inter view.
29 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpet rators 
(Stan ford, Calif., 2019).
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case of solid arity at work. In other words, solid arity can lead to ex-
clusion while com petition can also lead to inclusion.

Historically speaking, it is also worth mentioning that victim ized 
groups did not neces sarily sub scribe to Opfer konkurrenz. Instead, they 
often came together to put ques tions of victim hood at the heart of 
their lived real ities in post-1945 Ger many, as this special issue shows. 
The con trib utions illus trate how victim hood morphed into a valued 
asset which went hand in hand with power, in cluding a desire for 
minor itized col lect ives. Since the 1990s, such col lect ives have had to 
fight for state recog nition of their victim hood—some times against 
each other, some times with joint agency. Either way, these strug-
gles re sulted in col lect ive agency. Look ing at such histor ical alli ances 
can also illumin ate and sup port edu cational pur poses today. Recent 
re search has shown, for in stance, that engage ment with the Holo-
caust can have a strong peda gogical and in clusive func tion if other 
victim ized groups, in cluding recent Muslim immi grants, are allowed 
to ex press em pathy through their own ex peri ences of victim hood.30 
Victim ized and minor itized groups did, indeed, often com pete with 
each other, but there was always room for solid arity be tween Jews, 
Mus lims, Black people, queer people, and other minor itized groups. 
This is hardly reflected in cur rent debates. Why have these his tories 
of alli ances been neg lected in histori ography and public debate, and 
whom did this erasure serve? What were the con ditions govern ing 
this soli darity? In other words, what spaces were avail able for minor-
itized groups? Such groups them selves not only re ject ed simple 
categor izations, but have also ex pressed this rejection more pub licly 
over the years.

The fact that memory culture is increasingly being ques tioned 
should also invite us to exam ine its his tory in more depth. The new 
de mands for a more in clusive memory culture with re spect to the 
Holo caust and other atro cities have un sur prisingly affect ed pre vious 

30 See anthropological studies such Özyürek, ‘Rethinking Empathy’ and Jon-
athon Catlin, ‘A New German Historians’ Debate? A Conversation with Sultan 
Doughan, A. Dirk Moses, and Michael Rothberg’, Journal of the History of Ideas: 
Blog, 2–4 Feb. 2022, at [https://jhiblog.org/2022/02/02/a-new-german-
historians-debate-a-conversation-with-sultan-doughan-a-dirk-moses-and-
michael-rothberg-part-i], accessed 27 July 2022.

introduCtion

https://jhiblog.org/2022/02/02/a-new-german-historians-debate-a-conversation-with-sultan-doughan-a-dirk-moses-and-michael-rothberg-part-i
https://jhiblog.org/2022/02/02/a-new-german-historians-debate-a-conversation-with-sultan-doughan-a-dirk-moses-and-michael-rothberg-part-i
https://jhiblog.org/2022/02/02/a-new-german-historians-debate-a-conversation-with-sultan-doughan-a-dirk-moses-and-michael-rothberg-part-i


16

polit ical gener ations who felt the need to defend older models of 
Vergangen heits bewältigung, in them selves a remark able achieve-
ment. On the other hand, more recent re search has ad dressed the 
inter gener ational silence in post-war West Ger many—a fact that 
under mines the per sistent myth of a 1968 gener ation that thor oughly 
con fronted and came to terms with the Nazi past.31 This, as well as 
the con tinued pres ence of Nazi perpet rators in in sti tutions, in cluding 
uni versities, and soci ety raises the ques tion as to whether memory 
cul ture itself needs to be re visited. This is not to ques tion its achieve-
ments, first and fore most the recog nition by soci ety that atro cities in 
the past were mor ally wrong. The ques tion is more how this recog-
nition of fail ures in the past failed to be trans lated into anti-racist 
and anti-anti semitic prac tices in the pres ent. Like public resist ance 
to the idea of con tinu ities be tween colonial ism and the Holo caust,32 
the idea of post-war con tinu ities defies nor mative frame works of 
memory cul ture, for they rely on the idea that the end of the Second 
World War repre sents a moment of histor ical rup ture. Al though 
the idea of 1945 as Stunde Null (zero hour) is obso lete as a con cept, 
it will also be neces sary to fill the gaps in the re search on racism 
and anti semitism in post-war Ger many, a field that has been slowly 
grow ing in recent years. This will pre sent opportun ities to exam ine 
memory cul tures against the back drop of tacit—that is, sup posedly 
un noticed—ideo logical con tin uity. The recent anti semitic and racist 
attacks in Halle in 2019 and Hanau in 2020 are stark re minders of 
this. In this con text, it is neces sary to re member that Vergangen heits
bewältigung—a term with over tones of mastery and con trol, which 
was used ironic ally when it was first coined—was opposed to ‘real’ 
Vergangen heits auf arbeitung. This ‘ironic edge’33 was lost over time, 
31 Christina von Hodenberg, Das andere Achtundsechzig: Gesellschafts geschichte 
einer Revolte (Munich, 2018), 45–76. See also Welzer, Moller, and Tschuggnall, 
‘Opa war kein Nazi’; Ulrike Jureit and Christian Schneider, Gefühlte Opfer: Illu
sionen der Vergangenheits bewältigung (Stuttgart, 2010); Robert Gildea, James 
Mark, and Anette Warring (eds.), Europe’s 1968: Voices of Revolt (Oxford, 2013); 
and Anna von der Goltz, The Other ’68ers: Student Protest and Christian Dem
ocracy in West Germany (Oxford, 2021).
32 See e.g. Jürgen Zimmerer, Von Windhuk nach Auschwitz? Beiträge zum Ver
hältnis von Kolonialismus und Holocaust (Münster, 2011).
33 Kansteiner, ‘Losing the War’, 102.
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re placed by a self-congratulatory memory cul ture which at times 
ob scured know ledge about histor ical con tinu ities that were in stead 
seen as clear-cut rup tures.34 In other words, the ‘self-satisfied arro-
gance in trinsic to the cul ture of Vergangen heits bewältigung’35 was not 
neces sarily accom panied by an immedi ate and thor ough epi stemic 
de nazifi cation (for ex ample, in the human ities and his tory writing 
itself) or polit ical sol utions for the con stant dis crimin ation and vio-
lence against minor ities in post-war Germany.

Yet one model need not entirely replace the other. Instead, we can 
turn to his tory and look at how memory cul ture itself can be histor-
icized and framed differ ently. This would entail con sider ing fric tions 
and the trans form ation of memory cul ture not as a sudden move 
to wards more plural istic forms of com memor ation, but as a logical 
con tinu ity and adjust ment of an already on going pro cess in which 
minor itized com mun ities, in cluding those from the Global South, 
while never fully escaping dis crimin ation, have always had agency.

This special issue therefore focuses on the histor ical tra jectory 
of Opfer konkurrenz—yet also looks at how it relates to pos itive his-
tories of solid arity be tween victim ized groups in post-war Ger many, 
fore ground ing Jewish, Black, queer, and other under-represented 
voices from an inter disciplin ary histor ical angle and thereby plural-
izing memory cul ture itself against the back drop of nor mative and 
state-governed tem plates of com memor ation. The authors exam ine 
the geneal ogy of govern ing moral para digms. Was Opfer konkurrenz 
the result of memory assem blages in herit ed from perpet rators, or did 
it derive from other social and cul tural regimes of the post-war era? 
As the German state and its drive for re habili tation pro ceed ed from 
perpet rator to bene ficiary, from anti semitism to anti-anti semitism, 
to what extent did Vergangen heits bewältigung inform, impact on, and 
even en courage Opfer konkurrenz?36 Opfer konkurrenz might not even 
be pos sible with out the implement ation of Holo caust re mem brance 
and the legal codifi cation of human rights after the Holo caust. When, 

34 See e.g. Heide Fehrenbach, Race after Hitler: Black Occupation Children in 
Post war Germany and America (Princeton, 2005); ead., Rita Chin, Geoff Eley, 
and Atina Grossmann, After the Nazi Racial State: Difference and Democracy in 
Germany and Europe (Ann Arbor, 2009).
35 Kansteiner, ‘Losing the War’, 102. 36 See also Meister, After Evil.
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for ex ample, has the fight against anti semitism been a result of this 
long ing for re habili tation, or even of aggres sive racism framed as 
re habili tation? Was self-sacrifice on the altar of Opfer konkurrenz an 
essen tial con dition of inte gration into the German idea of Vergangen
heits bewältigung? That is, was in clusion only achieved when col lect ives 
entered the me morial arena in a com petitive mode? What ex amples 
are there of solid arities stand ing against this tide—against the centring 
of the emo tions of the perpet rators’ descendants?

Finally, Opferkonkurrenz has also been indirectly ad dressed in 
Ger many’s most recent anti semitism debate con cern ing the global 
art ex hib ition docu menta fif teen, which is still run ning at the time 
of writing. In a speech ad dress ing the Bundes tag to apolo getic ally 
ex plain and rebut accu sations of anti semitism, Ade Darmawan of 
ruan grupa, the Indo nesian col lective that cur ated docu menta fif teen 
with the ob ject ive of show casing pos itions from the Global South, 
ex plained the art work that lay at the centre of the contro versy by 
point ing to the global di mensions of anti semitism that have re turned 
to haunt Ger many. The problem atic icono graphical ele ments, they ex-
plained, were the result of anti semitism that lived on as a col onial 
legacy and had become ‘deeply em bedded in Indo nesian his tory and 
visual lan guage’. Dutch col onial of ficers—it is cru cial to know that 
the Nether lands were occu pied by the Nazi regime in 1940—‘intro-
duced origin ally Euro pean anti semitic ideas and images to por tray 
Chinese in the way Euro peans have por trayed Jews, and to draw a 
con nection. This in a shock ing and shame ful way has come full circle 
in the art work.’37 This his tory con tin ued when West ern secret ser vices 
sup ported a vio lent and geno cidal regime in 1965, which also en tailed 
Ger many’s com plicity in Suharto’s dic tator ial rule.38 The ‘boom erang’ 
effect of anti semitism reflected in the art work has since under gone a 

37 Speech by Ade Darmawan (ruangrupa) in the Committee on Culture and 
Media, German Bundestag, 6 July 2022, at [https://documenta-fifteen.de/en/
news/speech-by-ade-darmawan-ruangrupa-in-the-committee-on-culture- 
and-media-german-bundestag-july-6-2022/], accessed 27 July 2022.
38 One of the earliest contributions to consider the global context of the 
history of colonialism and Nazism was by Monique Ligtenberg and Bernhard 
C. Schär, ‘Eine Debatte über das koloniale Konstrukt’, Die Wochenzeitung, 30 
June 2022, at [https://www.woz.ch/-c8e4], accessed 27 July 2022. 
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variety of inter pret ations, pos sibly with more to come.39 This shows 
the urgent need for his tories that interro gate the differen tial, dia-
lect ical effects of colonial ism, in cluding ‘ex ported anti semitism’, on 
en tangled ethnic and social groups on a global scale. For the German 
con text it would entail plural izing the his tory of Nazism beyond a 
paro chial framework.

Darmawan ended his speech by explaining that the Global South 
is not a separ ate entity, but one that has ‘been living door to door’ 
with Europe for cen turies.40 Scholars, too, in par ticu lar histor ians of 
Black Europe, have rejected mis lead ing juxta positions be tween the 
Global North and South, stress ing histor ical en tangle ment not just 
in the col onies, but also within Europe itself, where minor ity groups 
have also formed alli ances.41 Ger many’s long his tory of migra tion, 
and in par ticu lar the arrival of differ ent multi religious Middle East-
ern com mun ities over time, yields vast poten tial to move from models 
of Opfer konkurrenz to those of alli ance—past and present—by show-
ing how histor ical events are in extric ably en tangled. This aspect 
is ad dressed in the inter view with Sultan Doughan. A par ticu larly 
pertin ent case in this con text is the en tangle ment—rather than com-
pari son—between the Holo caust and the Nakba, the de struc tion of 
the Palestin ian home land and soci ety in 1948. While histor ical re-
search has indeed moved this par ticu lar field of in quiry for ward in 
recent years, it has only ten tatively been dis cussed in public debate, 
stress ing that German re sponsi bility must also extend to Palestin ian 

39 See Michael Rothberg, ‘Learning and Unlearning with Taring Padi: Re-
flections on Documenta’, New Fascism Syllabus Blog, 2 July 2020, at [http://
newfascismsyllabus.com/opinions/documenta/learning-and-unlearning-
with-taring-padi-reflections-on-documenta/], accessed 27 July 2022; A. Dirk 
Moses, ‘The Documenta, Indonesia, and the Problem of Closed Universes’, 
New Fascism Syllabus Blog, 24 July 2022, at [http://newfascismsyllabus.com/
opinions/documenta/the-documenta-indonesia-and-the-problem-of-closed-
universes/], accessed 27 July 2022; Weizmann, ‘In Kassel’.
40 See speech by Ade Darmawan. 
41 See e.g. Fatima El-Tayeb, European Others: Queering Ethnicity in Post national 
Europe (Minneapolis, 2011), German translation published as Anders Euro
päisch: Rassismus, Identität und Widerstand im vereinten Europa (Münster, 2015); 
Sharon Dodua Otoo, Dürfen Schwarze Blumen Malen? Klagenfurter Rede zur 
Liter atur 2020 (Klagenfurt, 2020), 19–21.
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displace ment and its victims inside and out side the coun try.42 While 
the Holo caust is not the sole reason for the foun dation of the state 
of Israel—the global per secution of Jews, from Ger many to the Arab 
world, pre ceded the Holo caust—it would hardly have taken place 
with out the Euro pean col onial powers that ruled the region through 
French and in particular Brit ish man dates. This makes it neces sary to 
take a closer look at Euro pean col onial leg acies in re lation to Holo-
caust re mem brance rather than ap proach ing them separ ately. In other 
words, these are parts of the same his tory, not separ ate ones. A par-
ticu lar chal lenge will be to impart the deeper know ledge gained by 
histor ical re search to public his tory, which will itself then impact 
memory cul ture. The fol low ing con tri butions offer a di verse his tory 
of ideas for such an under taking, under lining the power asymmetries 
at the core of German me morial debates, while focus ing on moments 
of unity and dis unity in the public sphere. In the pro cess, they point 
to new opportun ities in writing about memory cul ture and its histor-
ical trajectory by not simply interrogating it, but also reshaping and 
further pluralizing future memory culture(s).

42 See Bashir Bashir and Amos Goldberg (eds.), The Holocaust and the Nakba: 
A New Grammar of Trauma and History (New York, 2019); Sa’ed Atshan and 
Katharina Galor, The Moral Triangle: Germans, Israelis, Palestinians (Durham, 
NC, 2020); and Charlotte Wiedemann, Den Schmerz der Anderen begreifen: Über 

Erinnerung und Solidarität (Berlin, 2022).
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