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The current explosion in scholarship on the
question of European memory is haunted by
a paradox: the term itself is typically dis-
missed or debunked as a non-existent illusion
or else decried as a fundamentally misguided
project. In her study, History, Memory, and
Trans-European Identity, Aline Sierp sets out
in search of European memory and finds that,
contrary to much of the discourse on the sub-
ject, the process of the integration of European
memory is indeed underway. What is more,
she is able to point to specific venues where
this process is taking place, namely at the in-
tersection of European Union (EU) level poli-
cies and programs, and national or local ini-
tiatives.

Traumatic memories of war and totalitari-
anism are at the center of most debates re-
garding a common framework of European
memory, and especially the Holocaust has
emerged as a touchstone or negative found-
ing event against which a set of common Eu-
ropean values have been formulated. Sierp
takes the debates about how to commemo-
rate the Fascist/Nazi past as a point of de-
parture for her three-part analysis: after illus-
trating first how different countries commem-
orated the Holocaust and the Second World
War (WWII) in the decades immediately fol-
lowing the end of the war, she then examines
how more recently, since the 1990s, commem-
orative activities on the national level have be-
gun to converge and have assumed increas-
ingly common European characteristics. In
a third step, she moves to the supranational
level, investigating how the EU has framed,
fostered, and funded this process of conver-
gence. For her analysis, Sierp focuses on two
well-chosen cases: Germany and Italy, two
nations with parallel histories and yet funda-
mentally different memory cultures. There
has been until recently a remarkable scarcity
of scholarship on Italian memory culture and
the legacy of Fascism in Italy has tended to

be seen as incomparable to that of Nazism in
Germany, a largely unquestioned assumption
that has hindered comparative work on these
two countries. Sierp’s analysis is thus a valu-
able addition to transnational studies on his-
tory and memory in Europe, especially since
she is able to challenge some widespread mis-
conceptions, for example that there was no
public reflection about the past in either coun-
try until the 1980s. Moreover, she success-
fully brings historical analysis and memory
studies into conversation with the fields of in-
ternational relations and public policy, an in-
novative and productive methodological ap-
proach that allows her to theorize the nexus
between history, memory, and politics, and
to show how conceptions of history, memory,
and identity are manifested in concrete politi-
cal decisions and outcomes.

This theoretical framework is established
in the excellent first chapter, which not only
gathers the main strands and concepts in
collective memory studies and identity poli-
tics in an illuminating discussion of , political
memory,” but also makes key concepts from
public policy research productive for memory
studies. The most important of these is ,,con-
vergence,” the process by which ,increasingly
similar policies are adopted across nations”
(p. 26). Sierp draws especially on George
Hoberg’s study of the interaction between in-
ternal developments and external constraints
that lead to ,the mutual adjustment of exist-
ing policies” (p. 27), for example through
processes of selection, imitation, and adap-
tion, or as a result of international agreements
and laws. Public commemorative rituals such
as memorial days are one example of such
convergences, and the speeches delivered on
these occasions by politicians and heads of
state form the core of Sierp’s approach. A sig-
nificant contribution of the book is to have
compiled these political speeches from the
1940s to the present and the development of
the rhetoric used in these speeches tells a story
of its own about European integration. At the
same time, one sometimes wishes that Sierp
had spent a little more time analyzing these
speeches and above all questioning their sin-
cerity. Sierp does raise the question of polit-
ical posturing and lip service in passing but
never deals with it centrally.
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The theoretical-methodological chapter is
followed by two chapters devoted to the
changes in the memory cultures in Germany
and Italy between 1945 and the late 1980s
(Chapter 2), and from the 1990s to today
(Chapter 3). While one could say that a strat-
egy of avoidance of the recent past and es-
pecially of questions of guilt and responsi-
bility initially marked the post-war politics
of both countries, the main difference lies in
the fact that in Germany this avoidance was
challenged by the left-wing opposition and
made more difficult by pressure from the Al-
lies, while in Italy the narrative of libera-
tion and resistance went uncontested in favor
of a superficial national reconciliation based
on auto-exculpation. Not even the genera-
tional shift and the student movement after
1968, which brought about public discussion
of guilt and responsibility in Germany, re-
sulted in a changed approach in Italy because
of the ,general indifference of the younger
generation to history” (p. 55). Thus, while
by the 1980s Germany had begun to confront
and accept responsibility for Nazi crimes and
openly discuss adequate forms of commem-
oration, in Italy the collapse of the left made
way for a revisionist narrative and, during the
Berlusconi era, a partial rehabilitation of Fas-
cism.

The end of the Cold War reinvigorated
discussions about collective memory in both
countries, but, as Sierp shows, whereas
in Germany politicians were careful not to
equate Communism and National Socialism
and thus risk relativizing the latter, in Italy,
Fascism came to be doubly relativized as the
lesser evil compared not only to Nazism but
also to Communism. The net result was a
further stabilization of the narrative of Ital-
ian victimhood. The third chapter explores
this further divergence of the two national
memory cultures, and juxtaposes it to an
apparent convergence taking place on the
EU level, manifested in commemorative days
such as the International Holocaust Remem-
brance Day and other ceremonies of trans-
European reconciliation and remembrance.
The disparity between these two outward
and inward discourses, particularly in Italy,
might be taken as evidence that Italian politi-
cians are simply feigning contrition and pan-

European sentiment abroad while continuing
to foster the relativistic and auto-exculpatory
narrative at home. More optimistically, and
this seems to be Sierp’s main point, one might
also say that the integration of European
memory is in fact happening almost in spite
of itself and that the outward emphasis on Eu-
rope is gradually rubbing off on the national
narrative.

The last chapter shifts from the national
to the European level and examines EU doc-
uments, resolutions, campaigns, and initia-
tives regarding the commemoration of WWII
and the Holocaust. Sierp discusses a num-
ber of objections and concerns related to the
project of European memory, namely that it
will result in homogenization or ,Germaniza-
tion,” or that the EU will impose normative
controls on national memory cultures. While
acknowledging these potential pitfalls, Sierp
ultimately argues that integration promises
to open up a space for debate that will al-
low for heterogeneity and difference of opin-
ion. Thus, in Sierp’s view European memory
acts as a corrective to the parochial and self-
serving memory discourses in the individual
member states by forcing transnational and
transcultural dialogue. What she doesn’t ad-
dress to a sufficient degree, however, is the ex-
tent to which an integrated European memory
discourse is itself unselfcritical, self-serving,
and myopically focused on Europe while ig-
noring or even occluding anything beyond its
borders. This somewhat overly affirmative
reading can perhaps be attributed to Sierp’s
overarching goal, namely to show that EU
memory not only exists but has also already
had a positive impact on national memory
discourses. This is a legitimate and impor-
tant intervention in the ongoing debate and
Sierp’s book will be a valuable resource for
historians, political scientists, scholars of in-
ternational relations and other scholars work-
ing on transnational memory in Europe and

beyond.
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