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The purpose of this paper is to discuss the concept and possibility of the demo-
cratic policy of collective memory in national and trans-national, or European,
contexts. The presupposition of the paper is that memory, while largely unin-
tentional, is also intentional and even partially constructed and, as such, always
subjected to influences, even manipulations, i.e. to different policies. Memory
is no doubt a “political question” and every policy deals with it, trying to shape
social memory according to some political and ideological objectives. In parti-
cular, communism implied a very strong policy of memory aiming at destroying
many sorts and layers of memory in favour of another. After the fall of commu-
nism there have also been many attempts at reshaping collective memory. These
recent attempts have been certainly much more democratic than the communist
manipulations but far from being based on the democratic principle of equality of
different perspectives and discussion. The attempt was rather, namely in Poland,
to replace, once again, one kind of “official” memory by another. The really
democratic policy of collective memory should imply, on the contrary, a free
confrontation of different and sometimes opposing memories in the open public
sphere where no “symbolic violence” has place and where all participants not
only treat each other as equals but are also ready to modify the meaning of their
particular memory and look for mutual comprehension, if not for agreement.
The question is whether such democratic policy can ever be more than a moral
postulation.
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The paraphrase of the Kantian question, constituting the title of this text, leaves the
fundamental problem open, but implies a solution of some preliminary questions.

First of all, it presumes that there is always, and inevitably, a policy of memory.
This presumption seems obvious. In case politics means activity aiming at organising
collective life through relations of power in a broad sense, including symbolic power,
the result of which — but also, to some extent, the basis is the common identity of indivi-
duals, and if what decides such an identity is mainly memory, then a policy of memory
is a necessary dimension of any politics. Every policy not only has to concern memory,
first of all the so-called collective memory, but also to aim at shaping it in a way accor-
dingly to the purposes and ideology adopted.

Different political purposes require different memories. The fight for independence
or renouncement to a part of sovereignty, construction of a mono- or multi-national state,



16 Wioletta Matgorzata Kowalska. Is policy of memory possible and how?

communism and capitalism, revolution and restoration look for their legitimisation in
different memories. The connection between a concrete policy and a concrete sort of
memory is certainly not simple, not linear, rather circular or “dialectical”: a certain
policy emerges from a certain kind of memory and, vice versa, a certain memory re-
sults from a certain policy. What is important for us is that politics not only relies on
memory, but also influences, controls and shapes it. After reaching a sufficient intensity
and self-conscience this influencing turns into manipulation, the main examples of
which remain the fascist and communist propaganda that tended to the complete elimi-
nation of certain sorts or dimensions of memory and of their very plurality — on behalf
of monolithic collective memory of a defined type.

Secondly, our title question presumes that the policy of memory, known from ancient
and recent history, has, as a rule, a non-democratic character — even in the so-called
democratic countries. That means, to put it briefly, that the shaping of collective memo-
ry which would be able to legitimise a given political order is never free from violence,
at least symbolical. Or, that collective memory of members of a political community
never represents either a simple sum of spontaneous individual and local memories, or
the result of an open communication between them, based on the principle of equality
of every party, but is always subjected to a pressure and repression from dominant
groups or from the power in a broad sense. In other words, the collective memory or,
at least, what can be called a public or official collective memory, emerges as the result
of re-construction and structurization of the diverse “magma” of individual and local
memories by the mechanisms of political and ideological constraints.

The susceptibility of memory to such influence — such manipulation — is relative
and beyond question. We have to draw such a conclusion from our intuitive and re-
flexive knowledge about the mechanisms of memory, a knowledge that we can develop
in a whole phenomenology of memory like that of Paul Ricoeur (see his La memoire,
I’ histoire, I’oubli, 2000). But no savant investigation is necessary to admit that memory
is partly unintentional and even unconscious, and partly intentional; partly closed and
partly open or depending on the whole psychic and social context; partly “dogmatic”
and partly “hypothetic” or susceptible to different interpretations. What, in memory, is
intentional, then open and “negotiable”, but also “manipulable” impressionable, prone
to external influences, is, especially, the global meaning of particular memories, of
memorised (or taught, transmitted by others) contents. Policy shapes, then, this global
meaning. Incapable of creating the data of memory, it aims, at least, at organising them
in a way, selecting and hierarchising. It attempts to decide what is worth being memo-
rised and what is not, and what use we should make of what we remember, replacing
our memories in an appropriate context. But the politico-ideological constraints act
also on the unconscious mechanisms of memory, leading to the “useful’” suppressions,
transfers, rationalisations, sublimations etc. In a word, it leads to re-working the
memory contents not only at the level of global meaning, but also at the level of con-
crete particular contents or experiences.

In extreme cases, the political shaping of memory can result in a total suppression
of the spontaneous private memory everywhere the latter is related to the functioning
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of the political community. More often, or usually, it leads to a split, more or less dis-
tinct, between, on the one hand, the public or “official”, and, on the other hand, the
private or “unofficial” memory. What is at stake here is not only the inevitable differ-
ence of range between the biographical, individual and familial memory, which is both
relatively detailed and partial or perspective, and a “common” memory which is rather
schematic and which results more from education than from personal experience. And
it is not only a difference of intensity, or quality, between these two kinds of memory,
one of which, the biographical, belongs to the order of real-life in a proper sense that
fulfil the intention of recollection, while the other, “common”, consists mainly of signs,
assimilated information and schematic pictures which do not correspond, as a rule, to
any “sensible intuition”. What is at stake here is also and mainly the fact that the mea-
ning the individual gives to his/her memories in the private sphere is often different
from the one he/she gives in the public order. Some trivial examples: a person recol-
lects communism or the time when Vilnius or Grodno belonged to Poland quite fondly,
but in the public sphere, which is governed by a certain norm of memory, he/she either
does not reveal his/her memories, or subjects them to different critical adjustments.
These adjustments do not necessary testify to hypocrisy or conformism, they can re-
sult from an authentic criticism of the importance of his/her own experience, from a
reflexive relativization of his/her own memory in front of the memory of others. Yet,
it is beyond question that there is a strict correlation between the tendency to conceal
or to correct the meaning of our own memory and the level of pressure put on the per-
sonal, biographical memory by the current policy and its norm of collective memory.
Also, it seems obvious that the more powerful and centralised, so, the less democratic,
is this pressure, the grater becomes the split between the biographical memories and
“public memory”, and the grater the level of a simple conformism rather than critical
reflexivity.

After these preliminary remarks, we need to explain the very concept of “demo-
cratic policy of memory”. When, i.e. under what conditions, does a policy of memory
deserve to be called democratic?

The quality of democracy is certainly gradable. Between the ideal democracy and
the lack of democracy there is a whole spectrum of possibilities. The actual policy of
memory realised in countries such as Poland, since the turn of 1989, can be classified
as “moderately democratic”. It is still worth noting that in the period of 2005-2007,
under the government of the national conservatives from “Prawo i Sprawiedliwos$¢”
(Law and Justice), policy in general, and policy of memory in particular, approached
the authoritarian pole. It is manifest in the special programme of “historical policy”,
promoted and enforced by the government of Kaczynski, which reflects the ambition of
shaping the common memory through the undertakings such as broad “lustration” and
“de-communisation”, the particularly solemn celebration of certain historical events
(like the Warsaw Insurrection, all revolts against the communist power, the birth of
“Solidarnos¢”, etc.) and the omission or reduction of others. It was called a “moral revo-
lution”. In fact, it is also, and mainly, a revolution in the domain of the official collec-
tive memory, or, at least, a decisive correction within it, or within the national identity.
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More distinctly than ever after 1989, some kinds of private and local memories were
and are disqualified and put beyond the limits of the recognisable collective memory.
That concerns not only the complex memory of communism, but also that of the first
fifteen years of transition (the so-called Third Republic presented by Kaczynski’s team
as deeply unjust and corrupted). It concerns also, and primarily, the memories of dif-
ferent minorities (ethnic, religious, political, sexual) which cannot have place in the
project of the monolithic memory of “Pole-Catholic-anticommunist”, ever fighting for
the independence of homeland, ever faithful to the ancient tradition and to the Roman
Church, and obligatory heterosexual.

Neither Polish, nor any other actual policies of memory constitute our main interest
here. Let us make do with the general statement that the policy of memory carried out
in today’s Poland, as in many other ex-communist countries, too often represents only
a direct negation of the communist policy. Although it is surely less authoritarian than
the latter and, in principle, not connected with the use of simple, physical violence, it
still remains — precisely as negation — dependent on the communist policy. Too often, it
simply reverses vectors on promoting the memory which was repressed under commu-
nism and vice versa, and conserving the ideal of unity that marginalises and suppresses
any minority memory, incommensurate with the required norm.

In order to measure the distance between any real policy of memory and its demo-
cratic ideal, we need, therefore, formulate this ideal. In a first approximation, the ques-
tion seems, at least theoretically, quite simple. If we admit that democratic policy of
memory ought to fulfil the general criteria of democracy and that, among such criteria,
the most important are the principle of equal treatment and the right to equal contribu-
tion, related to the principle of freedom understood both as freedom from constraint
and as freedom to self-determination, then we should conclude that the democratic
policy of memory is the one which renders possible a really open public space where
everyone can reveal his/her memories and where the common memory is only a change-
able configuration of different individual and local memories, or, better, a subject of
constant discussion. Such a discussion should be free from violence, even only symbo-
lical, which means that different points of view — different local memories — should be
treated as having equal rights to be publicly articulated and taken into account as “mo-
ments” of the common memory. In this way, the ideal democratic policy of memory
would suppress the shift between private and public memory and would make the latter
really egalitarian and pluralistic.

There are, however, two modalities of this ideal: the relativistic and the universalis-
tic. According to the first (which can also be called “post-modern”), not only any kind of
local memory is worth as much as any other, but there exists an insurmountable conflict
between different perspectives and memories (see Jean-Francois Lyotard, his Condition
post-moderne (1979) and Différend (1981)). Democratic policy of memory would then
be a policy of permanent disagreement (“dissensus”). The unpleasant consequence of
such position, inevitable, even though probably undesired by the main spokesmen of
“post-modernism”, is the recognition of equality between memories of victims and
butchers, occupants and combatants for freedom, exploited and exploiters.



LIMES, 2008, Vol. 1, No. 1: 15-21 19

According to the other option, on the contrary, not every kind of memory is equally
worth being expressed, promoted and taken into account in the public sphere. Those are
only worth of it which can be universalised, i.e. which are susceptible to be recognised
by many others. The question of memory and, more specifically, of collective memory
is related, therefore, to the question of common democratic values, properly under-
stood. The democratic equality properly understood is not an equality of victim and
butcher, oppressed and oppressor, but such a moral relation between individuals which
excludes the function of butcher and oppressor. And the democratic freedom is not a
freedom to do and tell anyone one’s own wishes but to express and develop oneself in
front of others and with regard to their rights.

However, the real history is that of conflicts and suffering. This is why the demo-
cratic policy of memory has to deal with the question of who and why should be con-
ceived as a victim, and who and why as butcher. In the universalistic perspective, it is
the very identification of butchers and victims that should be put to democratic debate.
And the most desirable, if not the most probable, result of such a debate would be the
recognition that, except for some extreme cases, different parties of historical conflicts
were both or alternatively butchers and victims, oppressors and oppressed. In other
terms, the result and, partly, the very presupposition of democratic policy of memory
would be the assumption that history is never black and white, rather grey or, better,
multi-colored, that national, ethnic, religious and political divisions do not correspond
to moral distinctions and that the great majority of historical actors are neither devils,
nor saints, but sinful and limited human beings.

Although the recognition of that can seem banal, it is very difficult in practice. It
requires, from all participants of the democratic debate, the readiness to subject their
own ideas and interpretations of the past to revisions and critical correction. It re-
quires the capacity to transcend one’s own perspective, to understand the perspective of
others and to share, at least partially, their reasons. There is no other way of reaching
the level of universality, indeed, than in recognizing one’s own limits and in opening
oneself to other points of view and other memories. But this is a never ending process.
Universality is, by definition, a purely ideal horizon: never really reached, it always
remains a task which requires from anyone permanent criticism and self-reflection,
permanent openness to re-interpret, re-negotiate the global meaning of one’s memory.

I think that the second, universalistic, model of democratic policy of memory is
the good one. To put it symbolically, I believe it is J. Habermas (1984-1987) with
his concept of “communicative action” and of a possible consensus, and not Lyotard
with his idea of “dissensus”, that is right. I am convinced that democracy and demo-
cratic policy of memory are not possible without the ideal horizon of common values
and norms. While never reached, this horizon should be postulated and constantly
negotiated through the effort of mutual understanding. But | am also perfectly aware
that the democratic policy of memory in this sense can be only a moral postulation, not
a political fact. It demands too much from the participants of public debate and from
the very nature of this debate. It demands indeed that the confrontation of different lo-
cal perspectives becomes a kind of common psychoanalysis and psychotherapy, thanks



20 LIMES, 2008, Vol. 1, No. 1. ISSN 2029-0187 print/ISSN 2029-0209 online

to which individuals overcome and go beyond their idiosyncrasies towards others and
look for what is common or universal. From this point of view, the really democratic
state would be the one which ensures the conditions to such a collective psychoanalysis
and psychotherapy. This is certainly a utopian idea. The actual state, even formally
democratic, i.e. provided with necessary democratic institutions, always implies the re-
lations of power and constraint, also and mainly in the sphere of symbols. Nevertheless,
the idea of democratic policy of memory is worth being formulated and promoted as the
“regulating idea” of real democracies. Without such idea, democracy can easily turn
either into camouflaged authoritarianism, or into anarchy.

Conclusions

The ideal horizon of democratic policy is particularly important in the European con-
text, given the need for creating a common European identity and memory. This iden-
tity and memory cannot be a mere sum or a simple confrontation of schematic national
memories. The European identity, based on the commonly negotiated interpretation
of different European experiences of the past, can and should become a common de-
nominator for many local memories. It can and should become what unifies both dif-
ferent nations and different groups within one Nation-State. To set such a common
European identity and memory, we have to introduce many critical corrections into
our local memories. And it is important that these corrections were not imposed in an
authoritarian way, or from a European centre, but that they occur thanks to and within
an authentic democratic debate, carried on by as many participants in every European
country as possible.
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AR IMANOMA ATMINTIES POLITIKA IR KAIP?

Wioletta Matgorzata Kowalska

Santrauka

Aptariamas demokratinés politikos ir kolektyvinés atminties santykis bei jo ga-
limybés salygos nacionaliniame ir transnacionaliniame (europiniame) kontekste.
Teigiama, kad nesamoninga atmintis neiSvengiamai priklausoma nuo tam tikry
itaky ir net manipuliaciju, t. y. nuo skirtingu politiniy paziary. Atmintis neabe-
jotinai esanti tam tikras ,,politinis klausimas®, i kuri skirtingy politiniy paZitry
atstovai bando skirtingai atsakyti, bandydami socialing atminti apibréZzti, vedini
savyjy politiniy ir ideologiniy tiksly. Komunizmo ipazin¢jai sieké sunaikinti
kolektyving atminti, siekdami jvairios politinés naudos. Zlugus komunizmui bu-
Vo stengiamasi i$ esmés atgaivinti kolektyvines atminties fenomena. Siandienés
pastangos tai padaryti esanc¢ios kur kas demokratiskesnés negu komunisty vyk-
dytos manipuliacijos, taciau vargu ar pagristos skirtingy politiniy paZiary ly-
giavertiskumo ir demokratijos principais. Demokratiné politika turéty uztikrin-
ti laisva skirtingy, o kartais net ir prieStaraujanciy tarpusavyje atminties rasiy
koegzistavima vieSosiose srityse, kuriose nebaty jokiy ,,simbolinés prievartos*
apraiSky, o visi visuomenés nariai turéty lygias pilietines teises siekdami abi-
pusio supratimo ir tarpusavio sutarimo. Pasak autorés, net Siandien tenka kelti
klausima — ar demokratin¢ politika gali pretenduoti { aukStesni nei moralinio
postulato statusa?

ReikSminiai ZodZiai: konsensas, disensas, demokratija, atmintis, politika, val-
dZia, simbolin¢ prievarta, universalizmas, reliatyvizmas.
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