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Debates on the culture of remembrance have
been attracting increasing interest among the
international public. There have been, howev-
er, several new developments taking place in
these discussions: notably, a global view on
memory and the process of coming to terms
with the past, as well as questions concerning
colonialism’s role within the culture of re-
membrance in various countries. In this con-
text, the central questions of this internatio-
nal conference appear more topical than ever:
What is the significance of political system
upheavals after dictatorship or colonial rule
in a global history of the 20th century? How
did these upheavals unfold in different regi-
ons of the world, and what effects did they
have on the societies concerned? How do dif-
ferent states around the world deal with their
dictatorial, authoritarian, and violent pasts?
What cultures of remembrance have develo-
ped, and what is the future of dealing with the
past?

In her introduction, ANNA KAMINSKY
(Berlin) emphasized the high expectations
placed on the processes of transitional justice.
In addition to the claims that victims of dic-
tatorship and tyranny have to justice and re-
cognition of the suffering they have endured,
affected societies also have a particular inte-
rest in determining how to handle the per-
petrators – the implications of which especi-
ally affect the legitimacy of new (democra-
tic) power. Additionally, social reconciliation
as a central goal serves to achieve a commu-
nal way forward, a kind of „peaceful coexis-
tence“. Important prerequisites for transitio-
nal justice are, on the one hand, social open-
ness to confronting issues that are often pain-
ful and, on the other hand, strong support

from the political arena. There are many ways
of dealing with the past all over the world,
and the aim of this conference was to exchan-
ge insights from these different experiences.

Transitional justice is always preceded by
regime change. JAN ECKEL (Tübingen) out-
lined the prominent role that such systemic
changes play in historical thinking about the
20th century. He argued, however, that this
concept must be questioned: The year 1945,
for example, could be used to show how his-
torical upheavals have different meanings in
various national and social contexts. Viewed
from the perspective of systemic upheavals,
the year 1945 was not a uniform, but rather
a multifaceted break that affected various re-
gions in different and even opposite ways. So
where does the focus on systemic upheavals
in the periodization of the 20th century co-
me from? Eckel considers it to be a „histor-
ical product of the 20th century“. This beco-
mes particularly evident in widely received
historical accounts, such as Francis Fukuya-
ma’s The End of History (1992) or Eric Hobs-
bawm’s The Age of Extremes (1994). Both aut-
hors interpreted the Cold War, according to
Eckel, as the key determinant of the interna-
tional history of the 20th century and its end
as a radical break. Recent research, however,
has revealed an alternative view. The rise of
the USA as an influential global power or the
end of colonial rule are examples of how the
20th century can be more adequately unders-
tood in terms of phases of formative transiti-
ons rather than from political systemic breaks.
Nevertheless, regime changes were not mea-
ningless in the 20th century. Whether an in-
dividual lived in a dictatorial or a democra-
tic system was, undeniably, decisive for their
way of life. Regime changes established mo-
mentous conditions, but these were embed-
ded in broader developments. The perspec-
tive of systemic upheavals acts as a corrective
guarding against overly determined historical
interpretations – a perspective that gives pro-
minence to the role of contingency and at the
same time to the importance of human agen-
cy.

Regime changes affected almost all regions
of the world in the 20th century, but they dif-
fered greatly in their course and took place
under different circumstances. In most cases,
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developments within society were the most
important prerequisite, but global contexts
formed important framework conditions. For
example, as CAROLA LENTZ (Mainz) ex-
plained, negotiations with former colonial
powers often played a central role in decolo-
nization processes on the African continent,
such as in Madagascar, which became inde-
pendent from France in 1960 „in friendship“
– at least, according to the narrative. Lentz al-
so emphasized the important influence of glo-
bal interconnections and networks of political
actors. The end of the Cold War not only pro-
voked upheavals in Eastern Europe, but also
promoted the „third wave“ of democratizati-
on in Latin America. Between the mid-1970s
and the 1990s, all countries in the latter regi-
on, aside from Cuba and Mexico, formally be-
came democratic. According to SABINE KUR-
TENBACH (Hamburg), these were negotiated
political transitions that were accompanied by
strong elite continuity and persistent social
inequality. For these reasons, she argued that
the region was and still is vulnerable to „de-
mocratic backsliding“.
AUREL CROISSANT (Heidelberg) outlined
how systemic upheavals in the Asian regi-
on progressed in different ways. Between
the mid-1980s and the 1990s, the end of the
Cold War created „structures of opportunity“
that facilitated a shift from authoritarian to
more or less democratic forms of government.
However, it was not possible to establish sta-
ble democracies everywhere. For example, the
systems in South Asia – in Bangladesh, Nepal,
and Pakistan – are characterized by strong
structural inequality and weak statehood, ma-
king them susceptible to anti-democratic mo-
vements. Another similarity between the Asi-
an and Latin American regions, according to
Kurtenbach and Croissant, is that the systemic
conflict of the Cold War continues into the
present. Because of socialist Cuba, even today
various political actors in the region are forced
to position themselves either pro-Cuba or pro-
US. This polarization has been exacerbated by
developments in Venezuela, preventing chan-
ge that would be essential to the work of hu-
man rights actors. In Asia, according to Crois-
sant, the confrontation of the Cold War has
turned into a new form of systemic conflict:
Liberal democracies face the state capitalism

and authoritarian regime of China. China, ac-
cording to Croissant, is not actively undermi-
ning democracies in the region, but it is sup-
porting existing authoritarian systems.
The panellists agreed that there is no magic
formula for a successful transition to demo-
cratic systems. GWENDOLYN SASSE (Berlin)
emphasized that the case of Belarus shows
which factors can prevent a regime change:
For a systemic change to occur, it is crucial
that key elites from politics, the military, and
the security apparatus accept the uncertain-
ty of a transformation. However, if they re-
main loyal to the regime, then the transition
is prevented. Several factors were highlight-
ed as prerequisites for transitional justice: a
time gap (a closer look at the past often on-
ly occurs after a generational change, as the
example of Namibia shows) and stable demo-
cratic power structures. The process of com-
ing to terms with the past can only take place
step by step and is never complete.

Regime changes have an impact on socie-
ties and biographies. ULRIKE CAPDEPÓN
(Constance) emphasized that in Spain there
is still no uniform historical narrative. She as-
serted that due to the 1977 amnesty law, the-
re has been no condemnation of the Francoist
crimes. The negotiated „transición“ further-
more never led to an ousting of elites. Thus,
a continuity of authoritarian structures and
mentalities within Spanish society is still evi-
dent today. In contrast, a broad public com-
memoration emerged in Germany after the
end of the communist dictatorship. However,
according to STEFFEN MAU (Berlin), this by-
passed parts of the East German population.
East Germans prioritize their own personal
histories, which are often not congruent with
the public remembrance conveyed by the me-
dia and politics. Mau raised the question of
whether there should not be other forums for
confronting these people with issues of com-
ing to terms with the past.
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in
South Africa did not reach all parts of society
either, demonstrated KHULU MBATHA (Pre-
toria). In principle, it succeeded in bringing
perpetrators and victims into an exchange,
but several people refused to accept this in-
itiative. According to Mbatha, the African Na-
tional Congress, after taking power, did not
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succeed in creating social justice. Large parts
of the black population still lived in poor con-
ditions, while the white population was able
to continue living their lives just as before the
system change in 1994. This resulted in the po-
pulation’s dissatisfaction with democracy and
prevented reconciliation within society.
Steffen Mau also emphasized the great influ-
ence of economics and social justice on the
course of transformation phases: The transfor-
mation in former socialist countries was cha-
racterized by a strong marketization, which
had a disruptive effect on local structures and
the identities of the people. MARINA FRENK
(Berlin) stated that this was also true for Mol-
dova, which, like many other small states that
emerged from the Soviet Union, had been
destabilized by neoliberalism. Frenk stressed
that systems are so firmly anchored in peop-
le’s psyches and minds that they can be pas-
sed on to subsequent generations. Personal re-
membrance is often characterized by nostal-
gia, she said. Nostalgic remembering, howev-
er, is always incomplete.

In his keynote, RAINER HUHLE (Nurem-
berg) spoke about the difficulties encounte-
red in the past with approaches to an in-
ternational exchange on transitional justice.
For example, the „Trialogue Human Rights
without Justice?“ (1991) failed due to many
misunderstandings stemming from the diffe-
rences between dictatorships in Latin Ame-
rica and Europe. Nevertheless, an internatio-
nal discourse on transitional justice had emer-
ged in the early 1990s. According to Huhle,
an important cornerstone was the „right to
truth“, which encompasses the right to per-
sonal truths about crimes, perpetrators, re-
pressive structures, and political responsibili-
ties and is the origin of the truth commissi-
ons. Furthermore, Huhle argued that the least
developed element of transitional justice is
„guarantees of non-recurrence“, and these are
very difficult to realize. They should be more
generalized and should be combined with the
demand for a solid anchoring in basic human
rights guarantees. Looking back at the past is
not enough; social reform processes must also
be initiated.

Various country examples around the
world show how differently people deal with
their own pasts. In Portugal and Argentina,

years of silence about the past hindered the
process of coming to terms with history. RO-
SARIO FIGARI LAYÚS (Giessen) described
how in Argentina 250 sentences were passed
between 2006 and 2021 against perpetrators
of the military dictatorship, which had ended
decades earlier. In Portugal, however, there
has still been no break with the past – neither
with the colonial nor with the dictatorial past,
as LUÍS FARINHA (Lisbon) explained. Al-
most 50 years after the end of the „Estado No-
vo“, it is doubtful whether transitional justice
can still take place, for example in the form
of a truth commission. In the last ten years,
the Portuguese state has nevertheless erected
several memorials and established many mu-
seums.
State influence on transitional justice issu-
es varies from country to country. AXEL
KLAUSMEIER (Berlin) emphasized that the
process of coming to terms with the two Ger-
man dictatorships is firmly anchored in poli-
tics in Germany. In Estonia, expounded MEE-
LIS MARIPUU (Tallinn), initiatives that deal
with the past are financed by the state but
organized under civil law. The situation in
Russia is quite different, where, according to
NIKITA VASILYEVICH PETROV (Moscow),
the issue is primarily in the hands of non-
governmental organizations, with the state
increasingly restricting archive access. JHY-
WEY SHIEH (Berlin) explained that in Taiwan
access to the party archives of the Kuomin-
tang – a key demand in the process of tran-
sitional justice – is still being prevented to-
day because the party has remained influen-
tial, thereby allowing it to continue to refuse
the opening of the archives.
The rise of populist parties in Portugal and
Eastern European countries poses a challenge
for historical-political education. To counter-
act this development and to sensitize young
people to the differences between dictator-
ship and democracy, RADKA DENEMARKO-
WÁ (Prague) asserted that literature is parti-
cularly suitable in this regard because of its
emotionalizing effect, which can reach large
parts of the population. MARKUS MECKEL
(Berlin), using the example of the interwar
period in Europe, highlighted that the social
question also plays an important role in se-
curing democracy. BARTHOLOMÄUS GRILL
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(Cape Town) underlined that social inequali-
ty between former victims and perpetrators of
apartheid was a factor that led to widespread
dissatisfaction in South Africa 25 years after
the establishment of the Truth and Reconcilia-
tion Commission. When we are dealing with
the past, we must not only search for truth,
but also, according to Grill, seek justice.
Another major issue that has not yet been
adequately addressed in many countries is
how to deal with the colonial past. The youn-
ger generations in Africa are demanding this
from the former colonial powers. According
to Markus Meckel, this topic requires furt-
her international exchange. The act of looking
beyond one’s own borders is important, brin-
ging with it the potential for a „culture of re-
membrance that is built on dialogue“ – a cul-
ture that is prepared not only to speak its own
truths, but also to listen to the experiences of
other countries.
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