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Historical Consciousness in JaRan and Germany :
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The study of historical consciousness is distinct from both historical research and
historiographic research. The distinction can be seen in this way: when we study history,
we are looking at the past. When we study historical consciousness, we are studying
how people look at the past (...). The study of historical consciousness differs, as well,
from historiography, which examines only how historians look at the past. Historical
consciousness can thus be defined as individual and collective understandings of the past,
the cognitive and cultural factors which shape those understandings, as well as the relations
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of historical understandings to those of the present and the future.
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Historical Consciousness in Japan and German : Conceptions and reality

Sven SAALER

In recent years, the issue of “historical consciousness” (rekishi ninshiki) is frequently
and intensively discussed in Japan both within a domestic context and with regards to Japan’s
international relations. Why have these discussions reached such intensity? The concept of “historical
consciousness” is closely related to the question of how to remember war (s) and how to mourn the
war dead. As Jan Assmann has argued, discussions about the memorialization of a certain chapter
of the past reach a decisive stage when those directly involved pass away and the “communicative
memory,” which is based upon direct memories of contemporaries, evolves into a “cultural memory”,
which is based on representations of the past in the form of memorials, museums and ceremonies.
Discussions about the creation of such memorial institutions and the shaping of cultural memory
are an expression of the historical consciousness of a society. Since we are living in an era when the
contemporaries of World War II with their own memories of this era pass away, it is only natural that
we witness increasingly intensive discussions about how to shape the memory of this war. Japan
and Germany are now passing through this stage of the formation of cultural memory and therefore
experience a high level of intensive debates.

This article first addresses the history of the term “historical consciousness” and then
discussions about contemporary Japan’s and Germany’s “historical consciousness”. As allied and
eventually defeated powers in the war, Japan and Germany seem to share a lot of similarities, but in
recent discussions in Japan concerning historical consciousness, differences are usually emphasized
more than commonalities. But are the forms of historical consciousness in Japan and Germany really
so different? In the second half of the article, the author analyzes opinion polls investigating the
historical consciousness in Japanese and German societies and comes to the conclusion that indeed
many similarities can be observed. The major difference between Japan and Germany, as this article

argues, lies in the way politics and politicans address the respective countries’ war pasts.
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