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Editor’s Picks

ZAHAVA D. DOERING

7KLV� LVVXH� RI� WKH� MRXUQDO� LV� EHLQJ� DVVHPEOHG� DW� WKH� FRQÀXHQFH� RI� WKH�
COVID-19 pandemic and its associated restricted population move-
ment, physical distancing and fears of contagion, the resultant severe 
economic downturn, and the eruption of racial protests and demands 
for a racial reckoning in the United States with global ripples. Looming 
in the background is increased evidence of the planet’s degradation and 
environmental change. I am mindful of the psychological, intellectual, 
and practical challenges presented by this tsunami. The books and me-
dia introduced here address only one aspect: harnessing the power and 
prestige of museums toward racial reconciliation in the United States 
and a more just society. 

SUSAN NEIMAN: Learning from the Germans: Race and the Memory of 

Evil. Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 2019. 432 pp.

Vergangenheitsaufarbeitung is a word with as many letters as the En-
glish alphabet, with a range of nuanced meanings, and it is inextricably 
linked to the long and painful processes undertaken by post-Third Reich 
Germany to confront its Nazi past and the evils of the Holocaust. English 
WUDQVODWLRQV�KDYH�UDQJHG� IURP�³VWUXJJOH� WR�RYHUFRPH�WKH�>QHJDWLYHV�RI�
WKH@�SDVW´�RU�³ZRUNLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�SDVW´�RU�D�³SURFHVV�RI�FRPLQJ�WR�WHUPV�
with the past.”  In this eloquent book, moral philosopher Susan Neiman 
implores Americans to listen and learn from these decades-long process-
es, which she believes can help address the structural heritage of slavery 
LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DQG�LWV�UDPL¿FDWLRQV��ZKLFK�GLUHFWO\�LPSDFW�QHDUO\�
44,000,000 American citizens daily. 

Neiman, a Jewish-American philosopher, has been the director of 
the Einstein Forum, a public think tank outside of Berlin since 2000. 
She grew up in Atlanta, Georgia and previously lived in the Northeastern 
United States (while at Harvard and Yale), Mississippi, and Tel-Aviv. By 
H[SORULQJ�WKH�GLɣHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�*HUPDQ\¶V�Vergangenheitsaufarbeit-
ung and the American experience, she hopes Americans, as well as oth-
ers, will learn from the Germans.
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,Q�WKH�¿UVW�WKLUG�RI�WKH�YROXPH��³*HUPDQ�/HVVRQV�´�1HLPDQ�WHOOV�WKH�
VWRU\�RI�WKH�ORQJ�DQG�ODERULRXV�SDWK�*HUPDQV�IDFHG�LQ�WKHLU�HɣRUWV�WR�DG-
mit and atone for the heinous crimes of the Holocaust. She takes meticu-
lous care in her narrative to distance herself from comparing the evils of 
the Third Reich with those of slavery in the American South. She writes, 
“This book is about comparative redemption, not comparative evil.”  
(p. 32)

7KH�IRFXV�RQ�SURFHVV�DOORZV�1HLPDQ�WR�DVN��³'LG�WKH�IRUPV�>UDFLVP@�
took in America preclude the sort of atonement that has taken place in 
*HUPDQ\"´��S�����DQG�LQTXLUH�SODLQWLYHO\��³6ODYHU\�HQGHG�LQ�>WKH�8�6�LQ@�
the nineteenth century, why are we still talking about it in the twenty 
¿UVW"´

In the next third, “Southern Discomfort,” she turns to the American 
South. Although Neiman’s primary scrutiny is Mississippi, rather than 
the United States as a whole (just as in Germany the focus is on Ber-
OLQ��� VKH� VKRZV� WKDW� JORUL¿FDWLRQ� RI� WKH� &RQIHGHUDWH� SDVW� E\�ZKLWHV� LV�
not limited to Mississippi: “Southern homes display their Confederate 
PHPRUDELOLD� SURXGO\�� DQG� 6RXWKHUQ� VWRUHV� PDNH� FRQVLGHUDEOH� SUR¿WV�
selling it” (p.180). Commemoration in private sites and public sites (e.g., 
&RQIHGHUDWH�PRQXPHQWV�RQ�FRXUWKRXVH�JURXQGV���DQG�SUR¿WDEOH�FRP-
merce (BEST 2020), sustain the myth, the entrenched belief, that the 
Confederacy fought bravely and valiantly for a noble purpose, i.e., the 
Lost Cause. 

Neiman contrasts this with the post-war, decades long, consensus 
public memory and extensive historical study in Germany of a mythi-
FDO�³FOHDQ´�XQL¿HG�$UPHG�)RUFHV��WKH�:HKUPDFKW��DQ�KRQRUDEOH�IRUFH��
which avoided participation in atrocities and maintained distance from 
the Nazi regime. By the 1990s, careful scholarship began to puncture this 
fable with evidence that the Wehrmacht played an active and often in-
stigative role in the genocide of Eastern European Jews. One exhibition, 
Wehrmachtsausstellung��:HKUPDFKW�([KLELWLRQ���RɤFLDOO\�WLWOHG�³:DU�
of Annihilation: Crimes of the Wehrmacht 1941 to 1944”, is credited with 
shattering this myth. The exhibition was developed and implemented 
by the Hamburg Institute for Social Research. Between 1995 and 2000, 
close to one million people viewed it in 33 German and Austrian cities, a 
revised version was on tour from 2001-2004, and it is now permanently 
installed in Berlin’s Deutsches Historisches Museum. The thrust of Nei-
man’s argument is that a comparable nationwide public reckoning of the 
Civil War has not taken place in the United States.
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1HLPDQ�SUDLVHV�WKH�ZRUN�RI�ORFDO�HɣRUWV�WRZDUGV�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�
reconciliation in the South and stresses their importance. For example, 
she describes the work of, and pushback from the public against, the 
William Winter Institute for Racial Reconciliation at the University of 
Mississippi (where she spent a sabbatical year). Neiman also notes the 
positive role of museums, e.g. the recently established Mississippi Civ-
il Rights Museum in Jackson, the state capital, as encouraging conver-
VDWLRQ�DQG�DSSODXGV�HɣRUWV�WKDW�GR�QRW�µVXJDUFRDW¶�RU�YDUQLVK�WKH�WUXWK�
(COTTER 2017).

That vigilance, reinforcement, and care are essential for any process 
to succeed are lessons that Neiman repeatedly and emphatically empha-
sizes. She does not present Vergangenheitsaufarbeitung as a panacea, 
nor does she see it as a process of the past. These cautions and caveats 
are especially evident in the last part of the book, where Neiman tackles 
Germany’s far right political party, Alternative for Germany (AfD), and 
the rise of the American extreme right.

The book has an engrossing narrative style, littered with engaging 
biographical anecdotes. However, it is tempting to reorganize the book 
DURXQG�D�����SDJH�GLVFXVVLRQ��SS���������RI�¿YH�³FUXFLDO� IDFHWV�RI�DQ\�
VXFFHVVIXO�DWWHPSW�WR�ZRUN�Rɣ�D�QDWLRQ¶V�FULPLQDO�SDVW�´�7KHVH�DUH�DE-
breviated here:

1. “The nation must achieve a coherent and widely accepted nation-
al narrative.” As she shows, “Nazis were Bad, Defeating them was 
Good” was an accepted narrative in East Germany and, after much 
ambivalence, accepted in West Germany.

2. “Narratives start with words and are reinforced with symbols, and 
PDQ\� V\PEROV� LQYROYH� UHPHPEHULQJ� WKH� GHDG�´� 7KLV� LV� HɣHFWLYHO\�
supported by her comparison of extant Confederate monuments and 
Holocaust memorials, most vividly Berlin’s Memorial to the Mur-
dered Jews of Europe. Neiman’s interview with Bryan Stevenson, 
founder and executive director of the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) in 
Montgomery, Alabama, points out that the Berlin Memorial inspired 
the National Memorial for Peace and Justice, where 805 hanging 
steel rectangles represent each of the US counties where a lynching 
took place, completed by the EJI in 2018.

3. “Narratives are transported through education,” is demonstrated by 
discussions of the current central role the study of Nazism has in his-
tory, art, and literature classes.
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4. “Words are even more powerful when set to music.” Neiman’s point 
is that national anthems express its people’s best hopes and suggests 
rewriting America’s.

5. 7KH�¿QDO�SRLQW�LV�PRUH�RI�D�TXHVWLRQ�³:KDW�DERXW�WKLQJV�WKDW�DUH�OHVV�
symbolic: hard, cold things like prison cells and cash? Here she ad-
dresses both bringing perpetrators to justice and reparations. The 
latter extensively implemented in Germany and even now, at the 
margins of conversation in the U.S.

It is with Neiman’s overall narrative as a backdrop, and her position that 
PXVHXPV�FDQ�SOD\�SRVLWLYH�UROHV� LQ�DɣHFWLQJ�DWWLWXGHV�� WKDW� WKH�FROOHF-
tion assembled by Robert R. Janes and Richard Sandell, discussed next, 
should be viewed. 

ROBERT R. JANES, RICHARD SANDELL (Eds.): Museum Activism. 

Routledge. 2019, 436 pp.

For well over a decade, Robert Janes, an independent scholar-practi-
tioner, and a former museum director (Glenbow Museum in Calgary, 
Canada) and Richard Sandell, a professor of museum studies and direc-
tor of a research center for museums and galleries at the University of 
Leicester,

have interrogated and challenged the (conservative, tradition-bound, 
risk-averse) ‘best practices,’ and ‘sacred’ beliefs of museums, and vigor-
ously promoted social responsibility and a more humanized gestalt. 

The messages of this book? First, disregard a vision of ‘activism’ as 
the use of confrontational public methods — protests, placards, march-
es, pamphlets, sit-ins, disruptions — as instruments of change. Janes 
DQG�6DQGHOO�ODXQFK�XV�ZLWK�D�PRUH�EHQLJQ�GH¿QLWLRQ��³«�PXVHXP�DFWLY-
ism, in the sense of museum practice, shaped out of ethically-informed 
values, that is intended to bring about political, social and environmen-
tal change.” Their basic assumption is that, in the early 21st century, the 
mission, role, values, and responsibilities of museums require radical re-
WKLQNLQJ���,�ZRXOG�JR�IXUWKHU�DQG�VWDWH�WKDW�PXVHXPV¶�WLPH�IRU�UHÀHFWLRQ�
and rethinking has expired, as I discuss in a recent publication (2020). 
Whether academician or practitioner, this volume is your handbook for 
addressing the racial and social injustice, violations of human rights, 
and environmental degradation facing us. Why? Museum activism is the 
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