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Why have some former enemy countries established durable amity while others
remain mired in animosity? When and how does historical memory matter in
post-conflict interstate relations? Focusing on two case studies, I argue that the
harmonization of national memories can significantly facilitate genuine reconcil-
iation, while memory divergence resulting from national mythmaking tends to
harm long-term prospects for reconciliation. After WWII, Sino-Japanese and
West German-Polish relations were both antagonized by the Cold War structure,
and pernicious myths prevailed in national collective memory. In the 1970s,
China and Japan brushed aside historical legacy for immediate diplomatic nor-
malization. But the progress of reconciliation was impeded from the 1980s by
elite mythmaking practices that stressed historical animosities. In contrast, from
the 1970s West Germany and Poland de-mythified war history and narrowed
their memory gap through restitution measures and textbook cooperation, pav-
ing the way for deep reconciliation after the Cold War.
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