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The German experience of dealing with the legacy of the war and the Holocaust has often become the 

baseline against which other cases are measured and understood.  While there are lessons to be learned 

from the German case, it is clearly rooted in Western cultural norms that guide the creation of cultural 

testimonials and their reception.  These are not universal cultural norms.  In this presentation, I will 

draw upon the research in my forthcoming book, Antigone's Ghosts: The Long Legacy of War and 

Genocide in Five Countries (Bucknell University Press, fall 2018).  The book compares Germany, Japan, 

Spain, Yugoslavia and Turkey in the context of the 20th century.  In the book, I demonstrate how 

Western cultural norms of producing and consuming cultural testimonials are often guided by abstract 

principles of universal human rights, individualism, and independent understandings of the self.  In 

contrast, non-Western cultural norms place a far greater emphasis on collective understandings of what 

constitutes good, moral action and are shaped by interdependent understandings of the self.  Whereas 

cultural testimonials against parents and the older generation may be acceptable in a Western context, 

this is often anathema in non-Western cultural settings (Hashimoto 2015). 

First, it is important to consider the political, economic, and cultural forces that shape the production 

and consumption of cultural testimonies in different societies.  One way to consider the political and 

economic forces is to use what I call the memory-market dictum: memory makers need access to 

'capital' to take their products to market, and the more capital intensive a product is, the more sensitive 

the producer will be to prevailing attitudes either in the population at large (democratic regime) or in 

state ideology (authoritarian regime).  I originally formulated this in my comparative work on postwar 

East and West Germany, "Getting History Right": East and West German Collective Memories of the 

Holocaust and War (Bucknell University Press, 2011), and I found further confirmation of it while 

conducting research for Antigone's Ghosts.   

Next, we will want to consider the social psychological factors that help to shape the manner in which 

cultural testimonies will either be picked up and used by the broader society or largely ignored. The 

social contagion and reinforcement effects may kick in during certain periods to drive a much broader 

social discussion about a difficult national past.  But even when these effects are in full force, socially 

shared retrieval-induced forgetting may lead us to embrace greater knowledge about past national 

crimes while ignoring or blotting out their implications for our family in order to maintain a family myth 



on innocence and victimhood (Ferriera 1963).  While physical and reputational defense of the family is 

probably a human universal, the strength of that defense differs from culture to culture. 

Finally, we will want to give consideration to five cultural aspects of how a society is organized: (1) Does 

the society favor the development of an independent sense of the self or an interdependent sense of the 

self?; (2) How are families organized and how strong is the role of patriarchy and the obligation to dead 

ancestors?; (3) Do educational institutions favor more Western or Eastern orientated patterns of 

learning (Jin Li 2012)?; (4) What forms of moral reasoning dominate in the society? Does moral 

reasoning tend to be universal or limited (Greif and Tabellini 2015)?; (5) And lastly, how do apologies 

function in the society?   


