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Out of time: time for the Auschwitz museum to face its own history and Poland’s
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In the year of the 60th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz it is perhaps the time to review the Auschwitz museum’s mission statement.  The day the camp and town were liberated by the Red Army was the day that place became part of the Soviet sphere of influence and was enslaved within a totalitarian system which in its totality was equally, some would say more brutal and repressive than the Nazi regime from which Poles were being liberated.  Two years later the museum itself was to be created and then subsequently moulded by that same regime. Yet so little of that is acknowledged in the museum, the town of Oswiecim or in Poland, let alone the wider world. 

The years 1947-1990 were the years when many Poles came to Auschwitz as a site of martyrdom to remember the crimes against their nation perpetrated first by the Soviet Union and then the communist regime in Poland. Under communism these crimes could hardly be whispered let alone proclaimed.  But should this silence persist 15 years after the fall of communism? 

At this anniversary of the first liberation of the camp the Auschwitz museum should make a bold move that would change its relation with the Polish nation and the rest of the world forever. The Auschwitz State Museum is unique amongst museums that re-present the Holocaust in that nowhere in its title does ‘Holocaust’ appear but the words ‘Polish martyrdom’ do. Thus it has the legitimacy to encompass within its mission not only the crimes of Nazism but also those of communism. It offers the possibility of starting a process of truth and reconciliation that has not yet been attempted in Poland. The museum is in a unique position especially having the historical research capability to lead its own town and the Polish nation to confront its recent history. This would include a confronting of its own history.

