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A T R O U B L I N G PAST, A N D H O W T O C O P E W I T H IT 

Hans Henning Hahn 

Trying to come to terms with the past presumes that somebody (an individual or a 
society) feels troubled by certain events in the past. This is an emotion, not a rational 
judgement, and usually it concerns history in the sense of individual or coUective 
recollections. History as recollection can assume traumatic qualities of several kinds 
(the role as perpetrator or that as victim). Trying to come to terms with the past is 
important both within a given society and for the relations between societies or 
nations. It is not about what really happened, but about recollections of what hap-
pened. This is why a direct link exists between efforts of coming to terms with the past, 
official legitimatory strategies, and continuity-mindedness. Certain escapist variants 
(externalization, universalization, mystification of the resistance) have been wide-
spread after 1989, just as they were after 1945. A critical reappraisal of one's own 
history does not mean a breach of continuity, but it can entail a departure from tradi-
tions. Coming to terms with the past is not about a reappraisal of historie facts, it is 
about historie responsibility. Historiography can only play a subordinate, consultative 
part, but it cannot itself furnish definitive answers. 

I D E N T I T I E S - P A S T - R E P R E S S I O N 

Bedřich Loewenstein 

This contribution takés as its starting point investigations carried out by Alexander 
and Margarethe Mitscherlich in 1967, which centered around the mental repression 
of the Nazist period in postwar Germany. The author tries to establish analogies 
to the behaviour in the post-socialist societies, but also to other cases of mental re
pression in the past. The role an often spurious past plays for establishing a coUective 
identity and the importance of having an authentic picture of the past are pointed 
out. Disavowals and mutual efforts at putting the blame on the other side are exposed 
as infantile defense mechanisms, which can be abused by totalitarian regimes for 
mobilizing the masses. A fruitful task of a historiography not tainted by ideology is 
to show which opportunities have been missed in the past and to enable people to 
accept guilt. 


