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УДК 32.019.5 

Gon M. M. 

 

MECHANISMS OF OBLIVION: MARGINALIZATION OF MEMORY ABOUT THE 

“OTHERS” IN UKRAINE 

 

On the example of Holocaust the author ascertains the reasons of the minimizing of 

memory about the “others” in modern Ukraine. He argues that the exclusion of certain events 

from the collective memory is both at individual and collective levels. 

At the individual level this is reflected by the position of those who were directly 

involved in interethnic interaction in World War II, caused ethnically motivated violence or 

were its silent statistic. Unofficial memory at the individual level is also determined by the 

reluctance of descendants to give an objective assessment of the position of “theirs” in the 

Holocaust. 

Official collective memory is formed by the Ukrainian State. Its political elite refused to 

identify the position of state on the Holocaust. This is due to the complexity of Ukrainian-

Jewish relations during the war. Displacement of the genocide of Jews to the margin of 

collective memory of the citizens of Ukraine is also caused by its restoration, which began in 

the second half of 1980’s: the core of the collective memory in that time was the past of 

Ukrainians, while the stories, related to ethnic minorities, were at the margin. 

Marginalization of official memory about the “others” is also significantly caused by the 

position of historians in Ukraine. Indeed, many of them (because of the difficulty of interpret 

correctly the relationships between Jews and Ukrainians in time of Holocaust) refused to 

operate inconvenient to the titular nation subjects of the past. Consequently, there is a 

collective oblivion of inconvenient past by “theirs”. 
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Гон М. М. Механізми забуття: маргіналізація пам’яті про «чужих» в Україні. 

На прикладі Голокосту в статті проаналізовані причини маргіналізації пам’яті 

про «чужих» у сучасній Україні. Задля цього автор аналізує неофіційну пам’ять, котру 

фіксує, враховуючи особливості пригадування безпосередніх сучасників геноциду євреїв 

та їхніх нащадків, та офіційну колективну пам’ять України. На думку автора, на 

зміст останньої вплинули як об’єктивні, так і суб’єктивні фактори, зокрема – 

неоднозначність українсько-єврейських взаємин часів Другої світової війни. 

Ключові слова: колективна пам’ять, Голокост, українці, євреї.  

 

Гон М. М. Механизмы забвения: маргинализация памяти о «чужих» в Украине. 

На примере Холокоста в статье проанализированы причины маргинализации 

памяти о «чужих» в современной Украине. Автор анализирует неофициальную 

память, которую рассматривает, учитывая особенности припоминания 

непосредственных современников геноцида евреев и их потомков, а также 

официальную коллективную память Украины. По мнению автора статьи, на 

содержание последней повлияли как объективные, так и субъективные факторы, в 

частности – неоднозначность украинско-еврейских отношений времен Второй 

мировой войны. 

Ключевые слова: коллективная память, Холокост, украинцы, евреи. 
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Collective memory is a complicated socio-cultural construct. It is formed as a result of 

accumulation of different information about the past by “theirs”, its sacralization in polar by 

their nature categories of heroics and suffering. It is recorded both in unofficial (legends, 

retellings, rumours, jokes, etc.) and official memory – in that which is formed by state and 

symbolic elites and manifests in commemorative practices, study guides, documentaries and 

feature films, literature or poetry etc. 

In recent years, the scientific environment of Ukraine, in pursuit the studies of Western 

scientists, began to pay particular attention to collective memory, mechanisms of its 

formation, characteristics and so on. The examples of such researches are exploration of 

I. Symonenko, who analyzed the memorial space of Ukraine as a manifestation of conflicting 

memories in it [14], and article of H. Fedoriv, who, guided by the achievements of the 

theorists of the problem, defined the nature and structure of collective memory [3]. 

However, modern achievements of local researchers in matters of collective memory 

allow to suggest that the dominant field of their attention is constructing a common vision of 

the past. Meanwhile the mechanisms of oblivion de facto are on the margin of the researches. 

This status quo defines the scientific relevance of our study. The objective of the article is to 

clarify the mechanisms of oblivion in unofficial and official memories in Ukraine. 

Both official and unofficial memories, which arise/function among people with common 

cultural ideals, not only unite the representatives of certain ethnic group together. They also, 

in our view, lead to collective narcissism. 

This phenomenon is natural. However, it is a product of the subjective, because 

autostereotype of the group is constructed by various factors. One of them is giving “special 

tone” to pain and suffering (i.e. vision by “theirs” the incurred injustice as something special, 

that is not compared with suffering of the “others”, even if they had the same injustice). 

The mechanism of collective narcissism is also determined by other factors. Among 

them is the screening of “unpleasant plots” about particular events. Thus, official and 

unofficial memories cause them to the gradual erasure from the “hard disks” of the 

mechanisms of remembering of a certain social group. As a result is the oblivion of certain 

events, their displacement from the memory. 

Presumption of non-existence of certain events/plots is determined by the “sentence”, 

which is passed by various subjects. Some of them are those who participated in specific 

events and their descendants, more widely – members of the social group. So, it’s about 

synchronous and diachronic reflections of the participants of events. The former have as an 

impulse, a source of remembering their own (so-called primary) experience, and the latter – 

coding in consciousness of members of the group knowledges, which were got from older 

generation. Both one and the other determine the meaning of unofficial individual memory. 

Speaking about the peculiarities of emergence and functioning of the latter, we must take 

into account the temporal factor. It’s about the fact that the years that lay between the past and 

the present as for the direct participants of certain events, and for their descendants, are the 

time space in which the assessment and rethinking of specific events of the ethno-political 

behaviour of “theirs” takes place. This space of time is the gap between the event and the 

present, their estimates “then” and “now”, by the participant and those who would be 

eventually sanctified in his memories. These years are the period when the response to the 

dilemma of (non)operating of the memory of the individual in unofficial memory is formed. 

That is the reconstruction that occurs spontaneously, is based on interpersonal contacts and is 

fragmentary [3, p. 245]. 

Consequently, synchronic and diachronic reflections are of a single-root origin: they are 

produced by those individuals, who are united by a common cultural code, which is caused by 

the “mechanisms” of primordialism. At the same time, interaction of different individuals at a 
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time of social extreme determines the difference in perception of events between “theirs” and 

the “others”, and therefore causes the difference in emphasises in their memorization. 

“We”-interests are that criterion, which usually determines evaluation of certain events 

of the past in space of ethno-confessional heterogeneity, their place in unofficial memory of 

the representatives of certain ethnic group. Ethnic selfishness determines functioning of such a 

“code” that rejects anything (or almost anything) that impedes the effectiveness of the 

mechanisms of emergence/preservation of collective narcissism. Mostly it is the past, which 

for various reasons may be painful to mention by “theirs”. A prominent example of such a 

removal from the past is the long-term refusal of Israeli citizens (before the trial of 

A. Eichmann) to explain the Holocaust to younger generation. Not least this was due to the 

unwillingness to explain to children and grandchildren certain aspects of “guilt” for the 

survival. 

It is obvious that the catalyst for the “mechanism” of forming of the memory about 

particular events on individual level is a direct involvement of the representative of certain 

ethnicity in them. Actually it is the position he occupied in those or other events, the role that 

he performed in conditions of the extreme. That is, for example, the willingness to reproduce 

the past by those who at the time of genocide were observers or, moreover, joined to the 

persecution, the destruction of victims. We shall make this hypothesis more concrete with 

examples of specific ethno-political situations in 1941 in Western Ukraine: after the 

occupying of the town of Dubrovytsia “many inhabitants of Ukrainian nationality [by the 

connivance of invaders] ... then began to loot, mock the Jews and bring them to the bazaar of 

the town where the Germans were located” [4, c. 87]; in the town of Zolochiv, “armed with 

axes, shovels, iron sticks, hammers and firearms crowd stormed all the Jewish streets and 

buildings and pulled out the inhabitants to the street... When the wave of terror finally calmed 

down, there were found people who were drown in the toilets. The heads of some people were 

cut off. A group of bastards caught rabbi Elenberg, tied him to a motorcycle and dragged 

along the street...” [15]. 

Probably, over time such events cause the formation of the so-called memory boxes of 

both survivors and those who were a direct participant or a compelled witness of such ethnic 

violence. Their “discoveries” for the first is a way of reproducing of those tragic events, the 

sounding of which not only reconstructs the specific subjects of the past, but also prompts the 

emergence of additional arguments for the cementing of “theirs”. At the same time, the post-

factum moral assessments of the perpetrators of violence on ethnic grounds, and perception of 

it by “theirs” as that, which deserves condemnation, lead to the fact that the perpetrators of 

crimes mostly are dumb bearers of memory boxes. The non-use of such stories by historians, 

the unwillingness to operate with them, to revive from the non-existence is one of the ways of 

emergence of amnesia of a social group that, due to their silence, leads to collective oblivion 

of uncomfortable subjects of the past. 

Consequently, the nature of subjectivity of unofficial memory lies in the individualism 

of evaluation, specific understanding of a particular representative of ethnicity of certain 

events of the past. It can be influenced by changes in evaluative judgments of the 

environment, the evolution of worldview values of a particular person. So unofficial memory 

is eclectic like a peculiar set of fragments of reproduction of the past by witnesses of events 

and representatives of those who are sanctified in their memories. In this regard Y. Hrytsak 

states: “Collective memory is determined not so much by the fact what people remember, but 

by that, which uncomfortable moments from their history they are ready or must forget” [6]. 

The reasons of oblivion of certain events at the collective level are another. Bipolar by 

their nature categories of “heroism” and “suffering” determine fundamentally opposite 

perception of certain events by representatives of different groups. First of all, because 

wandering and injustice, taking into account psychological factors of their perception by 
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“theirs” and “others”, produce base for collective consciousness of the offended. At the same 

time, due to the efficiency of so-called memory filters, the injustices of some people may 

function in memories of another group as an example of bravery, heroics. 

We shall make this judgment more concrete on example of the events of Khmelnytsky 

uprising in collective memory of different nations. “The events of 1648–1649,” says Chone 

Schmeruck, “have left in the memory of Jews as a “slaughter of 5(408)–5(409)” (according to 

the Jewish calendar), or as “Khmelnytsky massacre” [11, p. 218]. In the interpretation of a 

scientist, with whom it is difficult to disagree, the chronicles of that time, the liturgies for 

dead, gravestones, the reflection of suffering and misery in literature and historiography led to 

the emergence and functioning of traumatic archetype in Jewish environment [11, p. 226]. On 

the other hand, it is no secret that in modern Ukraine, the chronicle of Nathan Hanover, which 

describes the events of 1648, is known only to professional historians. Nevertheless, it is used 

very rarely by them, because it contradicts the pathos of heroics of Ukrainian state-building of 

the middle of the XVII century

. 

Only to some extent similar are the reasons for exclusion of certain fragments of the past 

from the official collective memory. After all, it is formed by state; therefore it reflects those 

plots, which are considered correct, acceptable to its elites. This is especially noticeable when 

focusing on totalitarian states: in the USSR, for example, consistently were taboo the topics of 

Holodomor, Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA), persecution of Ukrainian Greek Catholic 

Church, Holocaust. Thus, official memory (as well as historical memory, which, according to 

P. Nora, is a product of a group of historians [9, p. 189]) came into conflict with memory of 

the representatives of certain ethnic groups – those who survived in specific tragic/heroic 

events. Despite the tremendous resources of the state that this political institution can use to 

unify history in its discourse, such attempts often are doomed. In this regard, H. Arendt 

asserts: “There is no emptiness of oblivion. Nothing in the world of people is so perfect, and 

in the world just too many people live to make oblivion possible. Let one man survive and tell 

the story” [1, p. 273]. 

In artificial construction of official memory the organized oblivion has the same 

important role as the mechanisms of memorization. Both the first and the second are 

instruments for achieving a sense of solidarity of the social group, ensuring the sense of 

historical continuity for its members, – emphasized E. Durkheim [3, p. 243]. Such 

considerations completely determine the social significance of amnesia, its necessity for the 

achievement of unanimous reading of the past, determining not only contours of the past, but 

also its “filling”. 

One of the examples of organized oblivion in the collective memory of Ukraine is the 

Holocaust. Reflecting on it, O. Stiazhkina, for example, notices: genocide of Jews is still 

“unreflected subject, which is not really pronounced and not lived” [12, p. 13]. These 

considerations make it necessary to find out the reasons for such a status quo, in fact the 

displacement of certain events from the collective memory. 

In the opinion of T. Stryjek, displacement of Holocaust to the margin of the memory 

policy in Ukraine is primarily due to the position of Ukrainian political elites. According to 

conclusion of the Polish scientist, a likely discussion about the participation of Ukrainians in 

the Holocaust was interpreted by them as a way that would negatively affect on the image of a 

young state in the international arena. “Ukrainian politicians”, he says, “were not influenced 

by the experience accumulated on this issue by Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Romania and 

Croatia in the period when they sought to become the members of the EU” [13, p. 214]. 

                                                 
 A similar bipolar perception of these events we can see in case of their reflection in collective 
memory of Ukrainians and Poles. 
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It is worth to note that the Holocaust occupies a very significant place among models of 

memory that have emerged in Western European countries in recent decades. Thus, unlike the 

countries of Eastern Europe, where after 1989 there was a desire to form a memory with an 

emphasis on the national-cultural narrative, the tragedy of the fate of “theirs” during the 

Second World War, which was combined with attempts to displace the genocide of Jews to 

the margin of “We”-memory, in the countries of Central and Western Europe so-called culture 

of repentance became the priority. This is a new philosophy of memorial policy, which 

includes the concept of the Holocaust and the repentance as its important components [5, 

p. 62]. 

Probably, dilemma of inclusion of the Holocaust into Ukrainian collective memory, 

difficulties of the heads of state in determining their position on this issue should be studied in 

the context of a wider problem: the simultaneous functioning of several memories about the 

Second World War in our country. The first was inherited from the Soviet era and emphasizes 

on the common opposition to the Nazi occupation of the peoples which lived in the USSR; 

second memory, so-called nationalistic, emphasizes on the special role of the Organization of 

Ukrainian Nationalists and the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (the OUN-UPA) in those years 

(some researchers add to the collective memories the Jewish memory, that emphasizes on the 

Holocaust and the participation of neighbours in it) [10]. “In these realities”, stated Y. Hrytsak 

in 2012, “Ukraine is on the verge of a big discussion about the involvement of Ukrainian 

nationalists, in particular, and Ukrainians in general into the extermination of Jews during the 

Second World War” [7, p. 89]. At the moment we can state that frank polemic of the local 

scientists on this problem has not yet happened. 

Speaking about the implementation of the policy of memory in Ukraine, the priorities, 

which were defined in it, we must take into account the peculiarities of restoration of the 

collective memory of its titular nation, which began in the second half of the 1980’s. With the 

establishment of sovereign Ukrainian state, the latter faced a dilemma for defining those 

constructs that would induce the solidarity of the group; events that would link different 

generations to the only indicators. Curses of the “others” were not rejected or forgotten. But 

they could not compete with those painful points that chafed consciousness of the 

contemporaries of emergence of the young sovereign state after liquidation of so-called white 

spots of history. “Therefore it is not surprising that after 1989, the Galician Ukrainians began 

to restore mainly their own “wiped” collective memory. Memory of the “others”, Poles or 

Jews”, says Y. Hrytsak, “they allowed only occasionally, insofar as it did not interfere with 

their main business or did not neglect it...” [5]. 

Shearing this logic, we note that the own pain, “mechanism” of its perception by the 

social group led to removal from the topic of Holocaust that intellectuals, who form the 

collective memory. It is a result of the fact that historical discourse is always ideological, and 

historical science usually serves as a tool of politics of memory [8, p. 171]. 

Silent displacement of the problem of genocide of Jews to the margin of historical 

studies in Ukraine was caused also by inertia of post-Soviet thinking: the refusal of Ukraine to 

join to the course of implementation of Holocaust into the collective memory, that is 

widespread in modern states of the West, became an obstacle to discuss this topic, to study it 

comprehensively by cultural elites [13, p. 214]. Even introduction the study of Holocaust in 

secondary schools in Ukraine and consistent participation of Presidents of Ukraine in various 

events to commemorate the victims of Holocaust did not radically change the situation. 

Reflecting on the relations between historians (widely, cultural elites in general) and 

authorities induces modern scientists to state the probability of a compromise between them. 

At the same time they make a conclusion that “...ordinary carriers of memory, especially 

traumatic memory, that separates, are unprepared to compromise with the past” [8, p. 170]. 

Consequently, collective memory about certain events may include the component of 
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mutually denying perception of representatives of different nations that live in the same 

state


.  

Another important reason for historians to remove themselves from studying the 

genocide of Jews is the difficulty in interpreting the relations of the latter with Ukrainians in 

time of the Second World War. “The topic of Holocaust is very painful”, notices 

O. Stiazhkina, “And not only because “they killed them”, but also because “we did not 

prevent this”. And sometimes even helped very sincerely” [12, p. 13]. For Ukrainians, 

Y. Hrytsak says, it is not easy to admit that “their ancestors during the war were not only 

victims but also criminals” [7, p. 89]. 

Within such judgments let us mention the words of Cheslav Milosh: “A poet is able to 

walk the streets of cities that existed two thousand years ago” [2]. At the same time, it is quite 

legitimate to assume that a poet, writer, historian or any other representative of cultural elites, 

for certain subjective reasons, may deliberately not see such a city, refuse to revive the 

memory about it in his scientific researches, writings and so on. Therefore, the city, or widely 

an event, a historical figure, etc. will displace to the margin of memory, and eventually 

disappear from it at all. In the best case, they will become components of knowledge of a 

narrow circle of intellectuals, which will face the dilemma of reviving a particular plot of the 

past or its suppression, hence its predestination on displacement from the collective memory 

of “theirs”. We suppose that the dilemma of the Holocaust vision, inclusion the memory about 

the victims of genocide of Jews into the collective memory of social group is still being 

resolved by Ukrainian political and cultural elites. 

Of course, the judgment about organized oblivion of the Holocaust in Ukraine is 

debatable. At the same time, one can be categorical in assertion that the dilemma of inclusion 

of memory about national minorities in it is obvious. The evidence of this is the absence of 

Jews in historical and cultural space of Western Ukraine. Recognition of this fact gave rise to 

the American historian O. Bartov, who traveled around Galicia in Ukraine in 2006, to name 

his book “Erased: Vanishing Traces of Jewish Galicia in Present-Day Ukraine”. 

The name of this book, which caused a certain discussion among Ukrainian historians, 

prompts to determine one more catalyst of amnesia, which is (un)readiness of “theirs” to 

commemorate the memory of the “others”. This dilemma is caused by the fact of change of 

socio-cultural landscape of the region, which may be the result of active emigration of the 

“others”, deportation of certain social groups, their ethnocide or genocide. Due to such 

processes in socio-cultural space of the region/state disappear communicative channels, that 

are characteristic of a certain time; material and cultural heritage of the “others” is gradually 

collapsing and decaying; the architecture that plays a role of a dumb statist of their former 

presence is gradually being destroyed, or due to other reasons (for example, repairs), loses its 

former ethnic markers. Those or other elements of everyday life, phrases, that had been used 

in the past by national minorities, become the gain of “theirs”, lose the colouring of otherness, 

root in their own traditions, turn into full-fledged components of their native language or 

slang. Such tendencies facilitate the functioning of amnesia, especially in those cases when 

earlier large national minorities disappear from the sociocultural landscape of a region/country 

due to certain events. 

Thus, in Ukraine there is a tendency to marginalize the memory about national 

minorities, in particular Jews. It can be traced both on individual and collective levels of 

                                                 
 Peculiarity of such status quo lies in the fact that “We”-memory and “They”-memory are united 

in the framework of collective memory of fellow citizens about other events and, mostly, do not 

conflict with each other.  
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unofficial memory. This is due to the peculiarities of behaviour of some part of the 

representatives of titular nation of Ukraine during the Holocaust, the unreadiness of their 

descendants to assess the actions of “theirs” against the “others” in time of genocide 

objectively. 

This subjectivity to some extent affects on the activities of representatives of cultural 

elites. Their distancing from the events of the Holocaust is also caused by the unreadiness of 

the state to concretize its position in assessment of controversial problem of Ukrainian-Jewish 

relations during the Second World War. Complex of above-mentioned factors, as well as 

gradual elimination of the presence of national minorities (and Jews in particular) in historical 

and cultural space of certain regions (for example, Western Ukraine), proves marginalization 

of official memory about them in modern Ukraine. 
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