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Introduction

C A T A S T R O P H E  A N D  M E A N I N G

Moishe Postone and Eric Santner

At the beginning of a new century the attempted extermination of European 
Jewry persists as an impasse to understanding and as a claim on our moral imag
ination. Though we no longer inhabit the century that produced the Holocaust, 
it is quite clear that citizens of the twenty-first century continue to dwell in the 
shadow of this event. If anything, the shadow seems, in recent years, to have taken 
on new life, to haunt the imagination with increasing force. There are no doubt 
a number of contingent reasons for this. The approach of a time when the last 
survivors of the Holocaust will have died has generated a sense of urgency re
garding the disappearance of firsthand witnesses and the need to gather the tes
timony of these individuals. The children and grandchildren of survivors have, 
moreover, come increasingly to recognize not only the obligations of memory 
but also the profound and often unconscious ways in which the trauma of their 
family members has been passed on to them; the members of the second and 
third generation have come to realize that the catastrophe undergone by their 
elders has left traces in their minds and bodies, traces that call for elaboration 
and interpretation.

The need lor such elaboration and interpretation has been strongly reinforced 
by recent historical changes, especially the collapse of the Soviet Union and



European Communism in the last decade of the twentieth century. This collapse 
has had great historiographic as well as historical significance. It has impelled his 
torians to rethink the course of the century, now grasped as a whole, and to de 
lincate its important phases which, in turn, also has generated reconsiderations 
of the relation of the Holocaust to its larger historical context.

The demise of Soviet socialism in Europe and, above all, the unification of the 
two Germanics have also created a radically new geopolitical context for the con
struction of national histories and identities, for the ways in which the crimes of 
the Nazi period come to be integrated into the history of Germany and modem 
Europe more generally. One of the more concentrated sites for such concerns 
has been the debate about the construction of a Holocaust memorial in the cen
ter of Berlin. For the first time a nation will erect, in the middle of its capital, an 
installation (designed by Peter Eisenman, an American Jew) commemorating the 
most horrific crimes of its history. Nevertheless, the history of public responses 
to the Holocaust in the second half of the twentieth century—that is, the pro
duction of historiography, literature, film, art, memorials, video archives, public- 
debate (not to mention trials, tribunals, lawsuits)—has by no means been a 
linear one of the gradual expansion of knowledge and understanding. Neither, 
however, has it been one of initial, or even delayed, preoccupation followed by a 
steady loss of interest and engagement. Instead it has followed a more fitful, non
linear rhythm determined by a number of different factors.

This history has, of course, been shaped by the temporal distance an individ
ual (or a generation) has to the events in question. A memoir by a survivor is 
worlds apart from a memoir by a child of the same survivor. A generation that 
learns of the events from contemporary eyewitnesses will have a different sort of 
access to them than one that learns primarily through books, television, film, and 
movies which are themselves produced by individuals at a temporal remove from 
the “object.” One’s response is thus to a large degree constrained by generational 
imperatives.

Geography and national identity also, quite obviously, play a crucial role. In 
spite of all claims to scientific and professional objectivity, a work of historiog
raphy by a German historian about the Holocaust will be unavoidably informed 
by the specific ways in which the historian has had to struggle with the legacies of 
the crimes in his or her own life and society. (And clearly this holds for Jewish or 
Israeli historians as well.) The Holocaust Museum in Washington, D.C., has a 
different purpose and meaning than Yad Vashem in Jerusalem. A Holocaust me
morial in Berlin will be informed by different cultural and political imperatives 
than similar constructions elsewhere.

These temporal and spatial constraints arc obviously always intermingled. Re
cent debates about the construction of the Berlin memorial have, for example.
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taken place in the context of a newly unified Germany eager to reclaim its place 
as not onlv an economic but also a political, cultural, moral, and, most recently, 
military force in Europe and the world. Responses to the Holocaust are, in other 
words, always framed by specific contexts of production and reception which 
inform and inflect them, color them with the needs, desires, and concerns of the 
“local” constellation of their emergence. As already indicated, these constella
tions have undergone numerous shifts and transformations since 1945.

Here it might be noted that a great deal of new work on the Holocaust makes 
a self-conscious effort to inscribe these contexts and situational constraints into 
the work’s composition itself. Paradigmatic for this procedure has been Art 
Spiegelman’s Mam. in which the author, the son of a survivor, reconstructs (in ut
terly unique ways) not only the story of his father’s life during the Holocaust but 
also the troubled and conflictual story of the impact of the father’s experience on 
the author’s life and identity as a member of the so-called second generation. 
Furthermore, Spiegelman’s work very carefully thematizes the process and sites 
of historical transmission itself, the explicit and implicit ways in which knowl
edge of the Holocaust is passed across a generational divide.

Interest in and attention to the Holocaust in the public sphere has often clus
tered around significant events, crises, debates, and what we might call paradigm 
shifts or breakthroughs in modes of representation and response. Certainly the 
major trials pertaining to the Holocaust have had an enormous impact on the 
imagination and the discourse about it. Indeed, it might be said that sustained 
historiographic work on the Holocaust only began in earnest after the Eichmann 
trial in 1961 which was itself staged, in part, as an effort to disseminate knowl
edge and awareness of the Nazis’ “Final Solution” in Israel and the world more 
generally. But as indicated, major works of historiography can themselves as
sume the status of an “event," one that creates a new framework for compre
hension, a new way of symbolizing or integrating the object of research into a 
broader understanding of history and society. Such works have a certain “perfor
mative” dimension; they open up possibilities of thought that were in some sense 
simply not there before but rather enter the world w'ith their initial articulation. 
This was certainly the case with Raul Hilberg’s Destruction of the European Jews. 
which appeared the same year as the Eichmann trial. This unsurpassed work ex
plores in enormous detail the administrative and technical aspects of the killing 
operations. I lilberg’s central metaphor ol “the machinery of destruction” was in 
its turn crucial lor Hannah Arendt’s account of the Eichmann trial and her now 
famous characterization of the killing operations as manifesting a “banality of 
evil " (Arendt also depended on Hilberg for her controversial reflections on the 
role of the Jewish Councils in the ghettos.)

Politic al and c ultural developments not directly linked to the Holocaust have



played a crucial role in shifts in modes ol representation and response, in the 
rhythms of memory and forgetting, attraction and repulsion l or the most part, 
the Holocaust was very much marginalized in general historical discourse and in 
public discourse during the Cold War decades of the late 1940s, the 1950s, and 
the early 1960s, or it was subsumed by purportedly more universalista motifs. 
So, for example, monuments to murdered civilians in Eastern Europe and the 
Soviet Union identified Jewish victims as Polish, Russian, Lithuanian, or Ukrain
ian- but not as Jews. In the West, The Diary of Anne Frank was framed by a uni 
versalistic message that downplayed the Jewish dimension of that tragic story. 
This marginalization began to change in the course of the international “thaw" 
ol the 1960s in the United States, France, Germany, Israel, and even the Soviet 
Union with the publication of studies on anti-Semitism and Nazism by schol
ars such as George Mosse, as well as with important novels written against the 
background of the Holocaust, such as Jerzy Kozin ski’s Painted Bird and André 
Schwartz-Bart’s Last of the Just.

In Germany, the growing concern with the Holocaust was expressed politi
cally as well. The student revolts of the 1960s are generally held to be a crucial 
breakthrough in the history of responses to the Holocaust in the Federal Repub
lic of Germany. For this was a moment when a new generation of Germans was 
struggling—often violently, often self-destructively—to distance itself, to dis- 
identify with its parents and the institutions of the Federal Republic (this was 
largely a West German phenomenon) that were seen as being continuous with 
the Nazi period. The strong focus on the Holocaust among West German stu
dents became much more complicated and fraught after 1967 as a result of 
the strong left-w'ing identification with the Palestinian cause. During the early 
1970s, public discussion of the Holocaust ebbed, only to grow strong once again 
toward the end of that decade.

The curiosity about Nazism and the Holocaust that emerged in the wake of 
the student revolts often took shape w'ithin the framework of critiques of capi
talism and its role in fascism. This curiosity wrould, in the late seventies and eight
ies, assume a more “subjective” aspect with the publication of numerous works 
of autobiographical fiction and nonfiction in which members of the second gen
eration attempted to come to terms with their parents—above all with fathers 
directly or indirectly implicated in Nazi crimes—and with the psychic legacies 
of Nazism and the Holocaust. The most intimate spheres of life were seen to have 
been touched and, not rarely, irreparably poisoned by a sense of belonging to 
families and communities that created “that.” The most recent instance of this lit
erary trend is Bernhard Schlink’s novel The Reader.

These (often impossible) efforts to come to terms with the past not only in
tellectually but also at the level of affect and emotion came to include a new
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“openness" to the dimension of fascination, to the ways in which Hitler and 
Nazism captured the imagination of millions of Germans during the Third 
Reich. Triggered in part by the publication of Albert Speer’s memoirs and a sc
ries of Hitler biographies (one thinks above all of joachim Fest’s work), writers 
and especially filmmakers tried to stage this dimension of “fascinating fascism" 
for the purposes of analysis, critique, and what Freud referred to as the “work of 
mourning” Certainly the most ambitious of these efforts was Hans Jürgen Syber- 
berg’s 7- hour film, Our Hitler, in which the fantasmatic—and, so the film’s ar
gument goes, in some sense cinematic kernel of Nazi ideology was explored 
with a disturbing combination of sorrow, irony, and nostalgia. (It was above all 
this seeming nostalgia that made more than a few’ viewers w'onder about the 
ultimate goals of the film.) Syberbcrg’s film seemed, at least for some, to have 
taken on the tasks of mourning, the failure of w'hich, according to the psycho
analysts Margarete and Alexander Mitscherlich, had so profoundly marked the 
immediate postwar period. Only by w'orking through the deep narcissistic at
tachment to the grandiosity of the National Socialist movement, the Mitscher- 
lichs argued, could Germans begin to reinvest their passions in a new' democratic 
political culture. This attempt to explore the deep psychic attachments to Nazi 
ideology' w’ould, of course, become central to the w'ork of the German painter 
Anselm Kiefer, perhaps the most celebrated German artist of the postwar gen
eration and certainly the one most identified with efforts to explore the legacies 
of Nazism.

With regard to “media events,” the one that has often been held to have had the 
greatest impact on the greatest number of people is the NBC miniseries Holo
caust. Above all in West Germany, the impact of this broadcast in 1979 was hailed 
as a major turning point in the “integration” of the Holocaust into the historical 
consciousness and conscience of the public. It was, it appeared, the very senti
mental, even “kitsch,” aesthetic of the series that allowed broad sections of the 
public to identify and empathize with the (middle-class German-Jewish) victims 
portrayed in the film. Not since the performance of the Anne Frank story in the
aters across the country in the 1950s had so many been so emotionally engaged 
with the fate of the Jews in the Third Reich. In this case as in so many others, one 
can never be certain about the depth of the response, about the place such events 
might ultimately occupy in the rhythms of forgetting and remembering. One 
certainty that did emerge from the debates surrounding the effectiveness oí Holo
caust, however, was that knowledge of the attempted extermination of the Jews 
would, in the future, be largely disseminated through film anti television and that 
aesthetic decisions about representation would shoulder an ever greater burden 
of responsibility for the future of memory. It was lor this reason that the vast 
aesthetic differences between two later films, ('laude I an/mann’s Shouh and
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Steven Spielberg's SihtnJIcr* List, would assume such enormous proportions lor 

those who were ileeply engaged with this history.

Perhaps the most famous political event in the history ol responses to the 
Holocaust was the public debate unleashed by the ceremony marking the forti
eth anniversary of the end of World War II at the cemetery at Bithurg, Germany, 
in 1985. It was President Ronald Reagan’s remarks in defense of his visit to a mil 
itary cemetery in which former SS members were also buried that best captures 
the stakes of the debate: "there’s nothing wrong with visiting that cemetery 
where those young men are victims of Nazism also. . . . They were victims, just 
as surely as the victims in the concentration camps.” The question of the claim to 
“victimhood” would also, in the years that followed, occupy a central place in 
what became known as the “Historians’ Debate" in Germany.

This debate, played out in large measure in newspapers and journals in Ger
many, focused on the question of “revisionism" in the writing of the history of the 
Holocaust. Central to revisionist trends was the effort to balance the crimes of 
Nazism with those of Stalinism and to suggest that the Nazi terror might become 
more understandable in light of the threats represented by Bolshevism. Most 
important, once the Holocaust was placed on the same level with the Stalinist 
terror, it became, as it were, another national atrocity, another example of mass 
violence in the twentieth century; it ceased to be an event that uniquely chal
lenges the Germans in their right to or capacity for a “normal” national identity.

It is worth noting that attempts to downplay the uniqueness of the Holocaust 
were discursively more powerful during the first Cold War period (the late 
1940s, the 1950s, the early 1960s) and the second (the early 1980s). The period 
between the two Cold Wars was characterized by growing public discussion, es
pecially in Germany, of the specificity of Nazi crimes and the Holocaust. In that 
sense, the “Historians’ Debate” of the 1980s represented a clash between funda
mentally different forms of contemporary German self-understanding that were 
dominant at different moments of postwar history.

Running parallel to these politically charged debates in the German press 
were more scholarly discussions concerning the question of the historicization 
of the Holocaust. One focus of these debates was the question about the cen
trality of the Holocaust not only in the ideology and policies of the Nazi regime 
but also in the daily lives of “normal” German citizens during the Third Reich. 
To what degree was daily life affected by the “Final Solution"? What were the 
ways in which Germans showed themselves to stand apart from Nazi ideology 
and goals, to “resist” without necessarily becoming a part of any organized polit
ical resistance? The pursuit of such questions was contested, in part, by those 
who argued that the focus on everyday life tended to dissolve the specificity of 
the National Socialist regime and had unintended legitimating consequences.
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The question of the possibility of something like “normal” life standing along
side a murderous project of the dimensions of the “Final Solution" belongs, at 
least in part, within the much larger debates that have preoccupied historians 
working on the Holocaust almost since the beginning of such research. These 
debates—abbreviated as one between “intentionalists” and “functionalists"— 
revolve, as is well known, around the question of decision-bearing agency and its 
proper locus in the complex process/series of events that we call the Holocaust, 
that is, whether the extermination of the Jews unfolded according to the logic of 
a criminal conspiracy with Hitler calling the shots (on the basis of long-held be
liefs and plans) or, rather, whether the extermination project emerged in more 
haphazard fashion according to a ramifying pattern of radicalization influenced 
by often contingent factors.

Though both intentionalists and functionalists largely concern themselves 
with matters of policy and operational responsibility, on a certain reading the 
functionalist approach might seem to mitigate against any notion of a “normal 
life” side by side with the Holocaust. For the functionalist argument is ultimately 
one that disperses the responsibility for the extermination across a wide spectrum 
of large and small actors wrho, in piecemeal fashion and often without a sense of 
the whole project and its scope, produced and sustained the machinery of de
struction. At the root of the huge success of and massive controversy around 
Daniel Goldhagen’s book, Hitler’s Willing Executioners, in 1996, w'as the w’ay in 
which he combined this picture of dispersed operational responsibility with a 
rather straightforward intentionalism. There was indeed a criminal conspiracy 
bent on extermination from the start—with the Nazi rise to power—but it was 
one in which an entire society willingly, even zealously, participated (a willing
ness which Goldhagen traces to an especially malignant form of anti-Semitism 
that permeated German culture at least since the early nineteenth century).

The debates on the Holocaust have far-reaching implications for understand
ing other horrific crimes and, more generally, for grappling with the historical 
emergence of such crimes, which have become all too common in the recent 
past. The eruption of genocidal passions and projects in such places as Cambo
dia, Rwanda, Bosnia, and Kosovo has contributed to the sense that possibilities 
unleashed in the Holocaust have continued, in some fashion, to circulate in the 
life of nations. One feels that perhaps w'ith the Holocaust something new entered 
die world, that this event was not simply an actualization of already existing 
human potential but a shift in the space of possibilities itself, a space we all 
now inhabit. Thus the urgency of further and ever more refined analyses of the 
emergence of this shift, of the “birth" of this mutation of human possibilities, and 
of its relation to general historical processes in the twentieth century As Jurgen 
I fabermas lias put it, “There (in Auschw itz| something happened, that up to now
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nobody considered jn own possible. There one tout lied on something whit h 
represents the deep layer of solidarity among all that wears a human late; not 
withstanding all the usual acts of beastliness of human history, the integrity of 
this common layer had been taken for granted . . . Auschwitz has changed the 
basis for the continuity of conditions of life within history.”'

II

The essays in this volume take up the challenge of this urgency. They engage and 
carry forward a number of central debates concerning the catastrophe; its en
abling conditions, its place in larger twentieth-century histories, the responsibil
ities of memory, the possibilities of new futures.

The first cluster of issues pertains to the place and nature of anti-Semitism in 
the unfolding of the event we variously call the Holocaust, the “Final Solution,” 
the Shoah, or simply the destruction of the Jew's (JuJenvernichtung). The publica
tion in 1996 of Goldhagen’s Hitler’s Willing Executioners forms, at some level, the 
backdrop for the two essays of this first cluster, both of which, in their own way, 
reject Goldhagen’s thesis of an “eliminationist anti-Semitism” at the heart of Ger
man political culture dating to the early modem period.

In his essay, Saul Friedlander emphasizes the importance of the interplay 
between immediate circumstance on the Russian front during World War II 
and three major historical processes: the anti-Jewish tradition embedded in the 
evolution of Christianity; the so-called Age of Ideology, which characterized 
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe; and the tendencies to
ward rationalization, bureaucratization, and instrumentalization characteristic 
of modernity. Nevertheless, Friedlander shows that neither consideration of 
immediate historical processes nor of the overarching history of Christian anti- 
Semitism nor of modernity can account for the specificity of the Holocaust. 
Consequently, he argues for the critical importance of the apocalyptic, all- 
encompassing, “redemptive” anti-Semitic ideology of Hitler and the hard core 
of the Nazi Party. Characterizing redemptive anti-Semitism as an ideology- 
based on a vision of an apocalyptic struggle to the death between the Jews and 
“Aryan humanity,” Friedlander focuses on Hitler’s statements regarding the 
Jews in October and December 1941, and argues that the conditions of World 
War II in those months allowed this ideology to come to fruition. He maintains, 
more generally, that the changes in the extent and nature of Hitler’s anti-Semitic 
utterances and policies between 1919 and 1941 must be understood in political- 
instrumental terms. Although Friedlander does not argue that extermination 
had alw ays been Hitler’s goal, he does maintain that the Holocaust cannot be un
derstood adequately without reference to redemptive anti-Semitism. In con
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trast with Goldhagon, he differentiates between the anti-Semitism of Hitler, the 
inner core of the party and its associated agencies, and the more traditional anti- 
Semitism of other German elites and of the German population at large. In all 
of this Fricdlander emphasizes, however, that traditional anti-Semitism was a 
necessary condition for the execution of the radical ideology.

Shulamit Volkov, too, distinguishes among a variety of anti-Semitisms but 
takes a more critical view of the place of anti-Semitic ideology in the perpetra
tion of the Holocaust. Her essay offers a critical reflection on the relation of ideo
logy to practice, arguing that the former is never simply translated into the lat
ter; rather, ideology and practice are always intermingled and co-constitutive. 
Indeed, ideology is in some cases posited as the “cause” of actions retroactively. 
She notes that Nazi Germany had already been carrying out the mass murders 
and deportations of Jew's prior to Hitler’s genocidal remarks in October and De
cember 1941, to which Friedlander refers. The programmatic extermination of 
the Jews, in other words, cannot be explained only with reference to the anti- 
Semitic ideology of Hitler and his inner circle. According to Volkov, only narra
tives that examine the detailed course of events and substitute the question how 
for that of why can come near to an explanation of the Holocaust.

One of the abiding questions of concern to anyone trying to understand the 
Holocaust is its relation to general historical narratives that structure the span of 
the twentieth century in Europe. What place does the Holocaust occupy in the 
history of capitalism and Western modernity, in the so-called dialectic ol en
lightenment, the history' of instrumental reason? Where does the Holocaust fit 
in the field of forces constituting the international civil war between Bolshevism 
and anti-Bolshevism? What is its place in the history of racism and colonialism, 
the history of eugenics, or the larger history of what Foucault called biopower, the 
entrance of bare life into the calculations of states? Is there a singular historical 
narrative of the twentieth century in Europe that could comprehend all these 
other developments? How' can the Holocaust be posited as a singular event that 
nevertheless in some sense condenses and stands for the violence of the century? 
I low, finally, does one integrate contingency into these grand narrative schemes? 
Anson Rabinhach, Dan Diner, and Moishe Postone each struggle with this prob
lem of the narrative contextualization of an event that seems to break the frame 
ol narrative comprehension.

Rabinhach revisits the debates between those who understood Nazism pri
marily with reference to the pathologies of modernity, and those who did so with 
reference to the unique pathologies of modern German historical development. 
Focusing on Theodor Adorno and Max I lorkheimer, he argues that only an anal 
ysis of modernity as a dialectic ol enlightenment and counterenlightenment t an 
account lor the possibility of the Holocaust as well as the ongoing potential lor
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gcnoi idal politics in the contemporary world, lor example in Rwanda and Bos 
nia. 1 his approach illuminates aspects of modernity at its greatest stress points, 
where the dialectic of enlightenment generates the temptation of “redemptive” 
violence.

Diner presents two possible general axes of interpretation of the history of 
the twentieth century. One axis (which is continuous with the dominant narra
tive ol the nineteenth century) is focused on struggles for hegemony among 
states arid nations. I he other axis focuses on issues of class, political values, and 
ideology, and is organized around the international civil war of 1^17-89 between 
SoTshevism and anti-Bolshevism. Diner argues that the Holocaust cannot easily 
be explained hy or integrated into either axis of interpretation of the century. 
Anti-Semitism, he maintains, explains why the Jews were chosen as victims, but 
other, more general Factors explain the form of the killing. In this way, Diner at- 
temptsTo reTatc the Holocaust to more general historical phenomena while sug
gesting that the links among those phenomena remain contingent.

Postone attempts to relate the Holocaust and its aftermath more closely to 
general historical patterns of the twentieth century by developing further the 
theory of commodity fetishism as a social theory of ideology. Criticizing inter
pretations of National Socialism either as antimodern or as a logical end point 
of modernity', he analyzes modern anti-Semitism as a revolt against the massive 
ongoing changes resulting from the intangible, abstract domination of capital— 
misrecognized as a Jewish conspiracy. Within this ideological framework, the 
Jews came to be seen as a dangerous threat to life itself that had to be completely 
extirpated in order to save humanity. According to Postone, then, the crime of 
extermination, and not only the choice of victims, can be grounded in an anal
ysis of modern anti-Semitism. Extending his analysis of capital to postwar issues 
of history and memory, he calls into question recent interpretations that charac
terize the immediate postwar decades as forward-directed, driven by a univer- 
salistic project. Such interpretations contrast this historical project with the sub
sequent particularism of the politics of identity and with the growing importance 
of Holocaust discourse in the public sphere. Instead, Postone proposes distin
guishing critically between a form of universality that negates difference and one 
that can encompass difference, and relates that distinction to two very different 
forms of future orientation: one based on appropriating the past, and one that re
mains driven by it.

In the third cluster of essays, questions of history, memory, identity, agency, 
and victimhood enter the foreground. For Omer Bartov, the experience of war, 
mass death, and defeat in World War I was the crucible out of which emerged 
an ideology of former front-line soldiers—call them proto-Nazis—profoundly 
alienated from civilian life and values. The notion of the community of battle
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(Kampfgemeinschaft) that emerged from the war served as the basis for the Nazi 
conception of the ethnic community (Volksgcmeinschaft). Crucial to the self- 
understanding of this “community” was a rhetoric of victimization mingled with 
a glorification of war, a mixture that fueled convictions pertaining to threats 
from a diabolical enemy set upon the destruction of the German people. 
Wehrmacht soldiers, according to Bartov, were very much driven by such ideo
logical convictions, which allowed genocide to be coded as a grimly glorious, re
demptive act. The rhetoric of suffering and victimhood, which obscured the 
Wehrmacht s complicity in criminal actions, persisted, Bartov argues, into the 
postwar period in the underground bitterness of veterans who felt that their glo
rious sacrifices were not given sufficient public recognition.

The identification of oneself as victim is also at the center of Frank Tromm- 
ler’s discussion of the trajectory' of public discourse in postwar Germany on the 
Holocaust. Before 1945, he argues, Germans were deeply drawn into a culture 
of mourning, which was focused originally on World War I and then generalized 
by the Nazi cult of the dead. This sense of mourning, ironically, began to dissi
pate after Stalingrad, and was replaced by a culture of self-pity, in which all Ger
mans were victims. The subsequent absence of a culture of mourning made it 
easier, according to Trommler, to suppress feelings of guilt and responsibility af
ter the war. During the first two postwar decades, the period of “collective si
lence," legal language was hegemonic as the public code for dealing with the 
Holocaust. This allowed for a strong separation of public and private responses 
to the past, for a mode of addressing the past while avoiding it. This mode of re
sponding to the past was challenged and partially superseded in the 1970s and 
1980s bv what Trommler refers to as the triumph of the therapeutic, borne pri
marily by the children of the war generation. This transition from shame and eva
sion to an emphasis on the Holocaust as a wound in the national body politic did 
not, however, signal a deepening of mourning, according to Trommler. On the 
contrary, he claims, referring to Freud, it represented a new form of acting out 
rather than any form of working through the past. That is to say, the identifica
tion of self as victim was perpetuated. Any final closure, Trommler savs, is pre
cluded by the very nature of the crime of genocide.

The question of agency has typically been analyzed with respect to the perpe
trators. What were the constraints on action, on the making of choices? What 
forces and combination of events mobilized and shaped the energies of the mur
derers? What is the measure of individual responsibility in the context of mass 
murder? In her essay, Deborah Dwork turns to the question of agency on the part 
of the victims. In a discussion of a mysterious massacre of ninety French Jewish 
women by female German Itapot at Budy, Dwork shows how assumptions about 
the capacity for agency on the part of the victims shaped the extant narratives of
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the niass«u-iv. For Dwoik, an understanding of this agency of the rapacity lor 
resistance, own radical political activism can only bo recuperated by attend 
ing to the individual characteristics of the victims, by resisting the temptation to 
view the victims as the Nazis did: simply as “Jews.”

Certainly one of the central issues when thinking about the Holocaust from a 
distance of more than half a century is the nature of the afterlife of historical 
trauma, the wavs in which disaster inscribes itself not only in human memory but 
also in the very texture of cultural, social, and political life across generations. 
The difficulties of taking the measure of this afterlife are exacerbated by the fact 
that traumatic events make their impact largely in the form of gaps in under
standing rather than a legacy with a clear and stable representational content. 
The point is not that we don’t have access to vast resources of accurate informa
tion and sound knowledge about the events in question; that our problem per
tains to a lack of knowledge or faulty' information is, of course, the claim made 
by many Holocaust deniers. The point is rather that the very substantial knowl
edge we possess seems to heighten an awareness of the insufficiency of cognition 
in the encounter with the reality of what happened. This paradox is no doubt one 
of the hidden sources of much Holocaust denial: knowledge itself produces gaps 
in understanding, opens onto the unimaginable. As noted by Primo Levi, the sur
vivor-witness who has told us more about life in the camps than any other figure, 
in his first great chronicle of the concentrationary universe, “Today, at this very 
moment as I sit writing at a table, I myself am not convinced that these things re
ally happened.”2

In a recent essay on these and related matters, Giorgio Agamben has put this 
aporia of testimony as it figures, above all, in the lives of survivors, in the fol
lowing terms:

The discrepancy in question concerns the very structure of testimony. On 
the one hand, what happened in the camps appears to the survivors as the 
only true thing and, as such, absolutely unforgettable; on the other hand, 
this truth is to the same degree unimaginable, that is, irreducible to the real 
elements that constitute it. Facts so real that, by comparison, nothing is truer; 
a reality that necessarily exceeds its factual elements—such is the aporia 
of Auschwitz.’

Our dilemma is that the facts that make up the events in question open onto a 
radical breach in the world of shared human meanings and values, onto what Levi 
described as “the anguish inscribed in everyone of the ‘tohu-bohu,’ of a deserted 
and empty universe crushed under the spirit of God but from which the spirit of 
man is absent: not yet bom or already extinguished.”4 What is at stake in the 
Holocaust is, in a word, a disaster of such proportions that it seems to have pro
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duced in our universe not simply delimited or circumscribed losses, losses that 
can, in principle, be narrated and made available to common knowledge, that 
can be collectively and individually mourned; the difficulty is rather that these 
very losses generate or, at the very least, resonate with a kind of ontological 
absence that would seem to escape the efficacy of social and psychic practices 
of integration, representation, signification, any kind of repair, Trauerarbeit, or 
“redemption.”

The essays in the final section of this volume constitute an extended medita
tion on and exploration of what might be called the “virtual archives” of the 
Holocaust, archives, that is, in which the traces of the “aporia of Auschwitz,” so 
easily missed by normal historical research, are still legible. These archives as
sume various forms. They can be found, as Froma Zeitlin suggests in her reading 
of recent literary responses to the transgenerational “life” of the Holocaust, in 
the dreams and disorientations, the somatic disturbances and sense memories, in 
sum, in the various forms of hauntedness that disturb the peace of those who 
have been touched- -and sometimes only in indirect fashion—by the “Final So
lution.” In one of the works Zeitlin discusses, Binjamin Wilkomirksi’s Fragments, 
this hauntedness appears to have assumed sufficient transferential force to pro
duce a kind of “vicarious traumatization” culminating in a sort of faux memoir. 
In his contribution, Geoffrey Hartman emphasizes that it is language itself, pre
cisely as tainted, as corrupted by political power and ideology, that registers a 
persistence of the catastrophe that can, in turn, only be worked through, if at all, 
by an enormous linguistic effort. One thinks here of the poetry of Paul Celan, 
who, as Hartman writes, “passes his words through an inorganic region of stone 
and star, to recover some kind of semantic and phonic matière première." In Do
minick LaCapra’s work it is above all in affect, in the ways in which trauma per
meates the rhythms of speech and behavior, the repetitions and distortions that 
inllect posttraumatic life, where we come upon the virtual archives of the Shoah. 
For LaCapra, these archives preserve, in part, the memory traces of “impossible” 
situations, situations in which in some fundamental way the very space of human 
possibilities collapsed. We might say, then, that virtual archives register not just 
this or that injury to a human being or collectivity but rather an assault on human 
agency itself.

In his t losing remarks, Paul Mendes-Flohr suggests that the gap between hope 
and optimism and the concomitant irreducibility of mourning to anv sort of 
explanation or cultural achievement is itself a sort of virtual archive in which 
“the scandal of Auschwitz" is preserved not merely as an object of mournful 
contemplation hut also as an occasion of “unmitigated outrage” against the social 
and political immures that continue to cause human suffering. That is, if the 
I lolot aust continues in some sense to defy representation anti integration, then
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it docs so, perhaps, not simply because of its radical otherness or utter unique
ness, but rather because of a kind of overproximity, that is, because we are still 
in some ways caught up in the forms of life - - and social fantasies— that made it 
possible. It is, finally, in this sense that the virtual archives that register the persis
tence of a traumatic past—its failure to be put to rest as a “past”—may also be our 
best indices of an ongoing endangerment of our future.
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I D E O L O G Y  A N D  
E X T E R M I N A T I O N :

T H E  I M M E D I A T E  O R I G I N S  

O F  T H E  “ F I N A L  S O L U T I O N ”

Saul Friedlander

On October 2, 1941, Operation Typhoon, the final German assault on Moscow, 
was launched. In his order of the day to the millions of soldiers poised for what 
was supposed to be “the last of the great decisive battles of the year . . . the last 
powerful blow that will shatter this enemy before the onset of the winter,” Hitler 
made quite clear who was the “horrendous, beast-like” enemy intent on “annihi
lating not only Germany, but the whole of Europe.” The carriers of the system in 
which Bolshevism was but the other face of the vilest capitalism, he proclaimed, 
were in both cases the same^“Jews and only Jews!” [Juden und nur Juden]1

As a new phase of the war started with the German attack against the Soviet 
Union, a radical escalation of “the war against the Jews” unfolded on Russian ter
ritory. In this new phase, early or mid-October 1941 appears as another fateful 
turning point. It was probably between mid October and mid-December 1941 
that the final decision regarding the murder of the whole ol European Jewry 
was taken.

As we consider these events from a distance of six decades, their historical 
place still remains undetermined. Was this the horrendous finale of an anti- 
Jewish tradition embedded in the evolution of Christianity and that of the West
ern world? Was it the murderous end phase of the age of ideology? Docs it
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ilo m« >n.M rate the deadly potential of modernity? ()r, could one deiine the annihi 
lalion ol Luropean Jew ry as tlie result of an entirely unforeseeable convergence 
of these three historical developments within a specific German context?

This text will mainly concentrate on die fall mondis of 1941; they have proh 
ahlv been more systematically scrutinized than any other phase of these events, 
and no new facts will he uncovered here. Radier, I wish to reemphasize, against 
the grain of present-day historiography, the importance of Hitler’s initiatives 
and of his teleology in the context of the and-Je wish crusade. 1 shall stress the 
pseudoreligious dimensions of this kleojogy redemptive anti-Semitism and 
its integrative andmohilizing function within a system including Party, State, and 
society. More generally, I shall attempt to point to the place of this ideology in 
tHe conflation of the three historical processes mentioned above with the imme
diate circumstances that triggered the onset of the most extreme enterprise of 
sustained, systematic mass extermination in modern history.

“REDEMPTIVE ANTI-SEMITISM"

“Redemptive anti-Semitism" is the most radical form of anti-Jewishjiatred. It 
is the convergence of racial anti-Semitism on the one hand and of a religious or 

pseudoreligious jdeology of redemption (or perdition) on the other.-’ Whereas 
racial anti-Semitism in general w'as but one element within a wider racial world- 
view, redemptive anti-Semitism constituted an all-encompassing belief system in 
which race rationalized the struggleÜgainst the lews but was not the only foun- 
dation of it. Moreover, in redemptive anti-Semitism the struggle against the Jews 
took on an apocalyptic dimension.^The redemption of the falk, the race or 
Aryan humanity', w'ould be achieved only by the elimination of the Jews. The vic
tory of the Jews remained a possibility: it would mean the end of the Volk, the 
race or Aryan humanity'. ~ '

In Nazi Germany an2 the Jews I made a clear distinction between this extreme 
brand of anti-Semitism and “ordinary” völkisch anti-Jewish ideology. It seemed to 
me that the convergence of the racial anti-Semitic themes and of the redemption 
of an Aryan Christian humanity by the struggle against and the victory over the 
Jews found its ideological underpinnings in late nineteenth-century Germany, 
particularly in the “Bayreuth Circle.” As the historian of the Circle expressed 
it: “It is in the nature of anti-Semitic ideology to use a more or less prominent 
friend-foe model. What nonetheless gives Bayreuth’s anti-Semitism an unmis
takably particular aspect is the resoluteness with which the opposition between 
Germandom and Jewry is raised to the position of the central theme of world his
tory. In Chamberlain’s Foundation (of the Nineteenth Century] this dualistic image of 
history finds its tersest formulation.”* In end-of-the-century Bayreuth and later,



Houston Stewart Chamberlains thought was indeed dominant; it strongly influ
enced the Munich anti-Jewish ranter and Bayreuth devotee Dietrich Eckart, who 
in turn became Hitler’s early and most influential ideological mentor.

Shortly after the beginning of his political career, Hitler came to see himself 
as the messianic figure chosen by Providence to lead Germany in this fateful 
battle. According to his own words in Mein KampJ, in defending himself against 
the Jew he was fighting for the work of the Lord.

Very tentatively and only a priori at this stage, one could suggest the follow
ing link between “redemptive anti-Semitism," the Christian tradition, the era of 
ideology, and modernity. In the final stage of the era of ideology, the two hege- 
monically oriented worldviews of the century, Nazism and Communism, surged 
on the world scene as pseudoscientific constructs and as millenarian utopias. 
These political religions mobilized the deepest fears and hopes of the Christian 
tradition, particularly its apocalyptic dimension: the^'ision of a struggle against 
ademonic force that, in Nazism, became “the Jew” But, whereaTaconcept such 
is “redemptive anti-Semitism” is easily included in a synthesis of twentieth- 
century ideology and deep-rooted millenarianism, it seems ill suited to an ap- 
proachthat identifies Nazism with modernity. Are we thus lacing two incompat- 
ible and_basicaliy opposed interpretive approaches? '

According to the leading thesis which links Nazi exterminations and moder- 
nity, the “Final Solution” was bom from “thespirit of science” as an aspect of 
rationally pursued “social therapies" generated at the end of the nineteenth cen- 
tury/which letltomore extreme corollaries in the 1920s,^iri_thg,wake of war and 
crisis, antTassumed their most radical form under the Nazi regm^rFronTthir 
perspective, the anti-Jewish measures of the Nazis become part of a general bio
logical-racial selection plan. After the beginning of the war, these policies were 
integrated by various, often competing Nazi agencies in a systematic program of 
ethnic population relocation and elimination embracing the whole of eastern 
Europe, in order to strengthen the Germanic racial core. According to this in
terpretation, the extermination of the Jews was mainly the outcome of biologi- 
cal and demographic-economic planning, similarly directed against the mentally 
TITTthe gypsies, and, potentially, other groups defined as “asocials” or racially.in- 
feriorliy Nazi criteria. In the longer run, this kind of rationality could have led 
to the mass transfer and killing of entire populations all over eastern Europe, 
as outlined in the Gencralplan Ost. Thus explicated, Nazi exterminations were 
essentially the product of a pitiless instrumental rationality, in terms of racial 
demographic plans or, for that matter, in line with more immediate military 
needs.

Thus, for example, the extermination ol the Jews on Soviet territory did 
possibly accelerate as a result of the Wehrmacht’s food supply problems; the
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annihilation in the Waithegau may have ln-cn triggered by tin· overfilling of the 
ghettoes and tlu· need to resettle incoming ethnic Germans; tin- general concept 
of mass li<|ui«lat ion of Jews in the Eastern territories may have been indirectly in 
lluenced by some Nazi demographic economic planning lor the entire area. Yet, 
neither these explanations nor any other schemes based on the same type of’“in
strumental rationality” apply to the deportations ol the Jews from western Eu 
rope immediately alter total extermination in the East began, or to the deporta 
tions from Norway, Salonika, or the island ol Rhodes.

It has also become common to equate Nazism and its crimes with basic utopias 
of modernity beyond “the spirit of science” as such. More specifically, the goal 
supposedly pursued by the Nazis was “the utopian aim of transforming society in 
the image of perfection,” or, in other terms, the realization of “a social homo
geneity and social identity endemic to the Western ideal of a rational society.”4 
This identification of Nazi goals with quintessential visions of modernity is 
highly questionable. By definition these goals should have applied to the domain 
of the Volksgcmcinschaft only. And, indeed, no attempt was made to kill the men
tally ill or to jail the “asocials” in the occupiedcountries. This racial “sanitation" 
\vaft concentrated in Germany only and in the areas annexed to Germany. Only 
one group wasjiounded all over the continent, to the very last individual, to 
the~very"last day of German presence: the Jews. These diverging policies against 
various groups of victims suffice to indicate that the war against the Jews was 
only indirectly related to the transformation of the Volksgemeinschaft in the im
age of racial perfection.

Finally, the equation of Nazism and modernity is based on an ongoing confu
sion between the “modernist” utopias of middle range Nazi racial theorists, sci
entists, bureaucrats, and intellectuals of various brands and a political religion 
identifying the Jews as the enemy of humankind, preached by the ultimate bearer 
of all authority: Adolf Hitler. His message may not have been shared by all, but 
his were the guidelines for the policies of total extermination.

Thus we are brought back to a peculiar brand of apocalyptic anti-Semitism, 
the extraordinary virulence of which remains the only way of explaining both the 
physical onslaught against all Jew's living within German reach and against any 
part of human culture created by Jews or showing any trace of the Jewish spirit.

Physically separating Jews from Aryans may have fitted into a racial-biological 
vision of humanity, but separating Jewish authors from Aryan ones, or Jewish 
from Aryan science^Jewish from Aryan music,luiffso on, belongs to a different 
kind of obsession. The~evolution ot NSZTeutKahasia mayexplain how~ the meth- 
ods and the“specialized" personnel for the killing of the mentally ill w'ere utilized 
in the extermination of the Jews, but the connection between these logistics 
of mass murder and the elimination of libretti by Jewish authors from operas
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performed in the Reich or the identification of Heinrich Heine as an “unknown 
poet" demands a different historical framework. What is ultimately so difficult to 
grasp in National-Socialism is precisely the fact that tTuTjcwish issutTwas its ide
ological core. The Jewish diarist Victor Klemperer expressed this unequivocally 
on April 16, 1941: “Once I would have said: I do not judge as a Jew. . . . Now- 
Yes, I judge as a jew, because as such I am particularly affected by the JewishEusi- 
ness in Hitlerism, and because it is central to the whole structure, to the whole 
character of National Socialism and is uncharacteristic of everything else.”1 

In other words, Hitler’s goals, mainly his vision of an apocalyptic final struggle 
against the Jews, were metapolitical. This vision invested the core of his move
ment with the fervor of a crusading sect. But, as we shall see, the Nazi jeader 
knew how to “translate" his metapolitical aims into modern politics, modern or- 
ganization, modern concepts. Far more than in Communism, this peculiar fusion 
of seemingly distinct worlds gave to the regime both its fanaticism and its deadly 
efficiency.

HITLER S RHETORIC AND THE ONSET OF THE “FINAL SOLUTION"

When Operation Typhoon started, Hitler was convinced that the Soviet capital 
would fall before the onset of winter. By mid-October, however, Goebbels s di
aries expressed growing pessimism. At that very same time, the United States 
Congress had agreed to the arming of American vessels. This, in Goebbels s (and 
Hitler s) eyes, meant “a further [American] step towards war."6 And yet another 
threat was lurking: On October 20, the German commander of the French city 
of Nantes was shot. Armed internal resistance was beginning even in occupied 
western Europe. The German situation grew worse as weeks went by. And, in 
early December as the United States was pulled into the war, the Red Army 
counterattacked in front of Moscow.

During the same period the murder of the Jews on Soviet territory had ex
panded rapidly. Throughout the first six weeks of the campaign, the victims were 
mainly Jewish men. From early August the extermination gradually engulfed the 
entire Jewish population. In mid-September the wearing of the “Jewish Star” was 
imposed upon the Jews of the Reich. A few days later. Hitler ordered the depor
tation of most of the Jews of Germany and the Protectorate to the ghettos of the 
East. From i ictober 17 onward, the first transports of Jews left lor l.odz, Kovno, 
Riga, and Minsk. In Kovno and Riga, thousands of Jews were shot on arrival. On 
October IH, all Jewish emigration from Europe was forbidden, “in view of the 
forthcoming final solution of the Jewish question." During that same month, 
some seven thousand Jews were executed by the Wehrmacht in Serbia ami 
mass killings of Jews also took place in Eastern Galicia. On November I, the
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construction ol' Bol/.oc, the iirst extermination camp, started near Lublin. In 
early December, a killing site became operational in Chelmno, near Lodz.

Most historians who study the origins of the “Final Solution” agree that the im
mediate process leading to the total extermination of Luropean Jewry started at 
some point between the launching of the German attack on the Soviet Union 
and the end ol 1941. Some scholars have argued that a decision -indirectly ex
pressed in Gocring’s letter to Lleydrich of July 31, 1941, ordering him to start 
the preparations for the “Final Solution of the Jewish Question in Europe” - was 
taken early on, in the euphoria of German victories; the order for concrete 
implementation may have been issued a few months later, sometime in the fall, 
probably in October. Others, pointing to the absence of any new plan regarding 
the Jews in Hitler’s comments during the summer months, except for his hypo
thetical plans to deport them to northern Russia after the end of the campaign, 
have located the sole decision for total extermination also in October ofl941, in 
view of the initiatives just mentioned. Yet others have emphasized the chaotic 
aspects of the Nazi anti-Jewish measures during this entire period and argued 
against the notion of a single order regarding the extermination; instead they 
have stressed the unfolding of increasingly more radical measures at various lo
cal levels; step by step, these measures coalesced into a general extermination 
plan by the beginning of 1942.

Finally, the discovery of Himmler’s appointments calendar in the ex-Soviet 
archives in Moscow and in it the entry of December 18, 1941, and the related in
terpretation of Hitler’s address to the Gauleiters on December 12 as recorded by 
Goebbels, to both of which I shall return, have bolstered the argument that Hitler 
ordered the total extermination of the Jews following the entry of the United 
States into the war. It is in the context of these events that we shall now place 
Hitler’s declarations about the Jews and interpret their possible significance, first 
in relation to the onset of the “Final Solution,” then in terms of the wider ideo
logical framework that was previously outlined.

Hitler’s apocalyptic anti-Jewish faith was not instrumental, but he was a master 
at transforming his obsessions into an effective political instrument^ Thus, an 
analysis of the varying intensity of his anti-Jewish declarations and of the chang
ing emphasis placed on specific anti-Jewish themes in a particular context may 
shed light, as we shall see, on intentions and policies otherwise not clearly 
apparent.

On the Bavarian scene of his political beginnings and during the reconstruc
tion period of the National Socialist Party after 192S, anti-Semitic fury was a per
fect propaganda tool. It became less functional after 1930, once Hitler had to 
don a statesmanly garb; moreover, it could have been a liability during the first
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years of the Nazi regime. Thus, in public at least, between 1930 and 1935, Hitler 
maintained a measure of restraint in regard to the jews. That restraint disap
peared in the atmosphere of ideological confrontation and mobilization which 
dominated Nazi propaganda and engulfed Europe between 1936 and the begin
ning of the war. Hitlers murderous anti-Jewish Reichstag speech of January 
1939 was both an outburst of rage at foreign reactions to the pogrom of the 
previous November and an attempt to frighten the “Jewish warmongers” in 
Paris, London, and Washington, who, he believed, dictated the policies of the 
Western democracies.

After the beginning of the war, from September 1939 to the victory over 
France in June 1940, public anti-Jew'ish pronouncements were more subdued, 
as befitted the Nazi leaders hope of reaching a compromise peace with Great 
Britain. However, once it became clear that the British would continue fighting 
and once the decision to attack the Soviet Union had been made, the threatening 
anti-Jewish prophecy of January 1939 resounded again in the Reichstag speech 
of January 1941. The ensuing rhetorical lull that lasted until the fall of that year, 
notwithstanding the onset of the Russian campaign, is more difficult to explain.

Hitler’s “proclamation to the German people” on June 22, 1941, the day of 
thelttackagainst tKe~Soviet Union, used only such consecrated iormulas as a plot 

Tietween “Jews^Democrats and Reactionaries" or utKeJudeo-Bolshevik power 
center in Moscow.”1 The speeches or proclamations that followed, until early Uc- 
tober, either contained no references to the Jews or merely reiterated those stan
dard formulas (on September 12 and 27). The only significant nonpublic excep
tion is the conversation between Hitler and Goebbels on August 18 in which the 
Nazi leader declared that the Jews of Europe would be deported to Russia after 
the end of the campaign and also allowed his minister to impose the Jewish badge 
in the Reich. A month beforehand, in his conversation with the Croat Marshall 
Sladko Kvartemik, Hitler had mentioned the possibility of deporting the Jew's of 
Europe to some isolated area such as Madagascar (used as an example) or north
ern Russia.”

In line with the relative paucity of anti-Jew-ish statements, the Jew-s are hardly 
mentioned in Hitler’s “Table Talk” between early July (when its recording first 
started) and mid-October of 1941. The one exception is a tirade against Chris - 
tianity on the nigjtf of July 11 in which, together with Bolshevism, it is defined 
aTT monstrous product orjudaism.'* Given the all-out ideological nature of 
the Eastern campaign, such “silence” is puzzling. It may he that during the first 
months of the campaign, Hitler was so sure of an imminent victory that he did 
not see the need to evoke the sinister power of the Jews. In October, however, 
a sudden change occurred. In Hitler’s private and public repertory, the Jews 
moved to » enter stage.

The beginning^»! Hiller's rhetorical shift appeared on Octoln'r 2, in what
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must have been the strangest “order <»l the «lay" rea«J to any army in modern 
times. The next day, in his Sportpalasl speech to launch the “Winter Relief," he 
designated the Jews as “the world enemy.”“' Some three weeks later, on < )tloher 
21,1 filler unleashed his lirst massive attack against the Jews, in his “Table Talk": 
Jesus was not a Jew ; the Jew Paul falsified Jesus’ teaching in order to undermine 
the Roman Empire. . . . The Jew’s aim was to destroy the nations by destroying 
their racial core. In Russia, he argued, the Jews deported hundreds of thousands 
of men in order to leave the abandoned women to males imported from either re 
gions. They organized miscegenation on a huge scale. The Jews continued to tor
ture people in the name of Bolshevism, just as Christianity, the offshoot of Ju
daism, had tortured its opponents in the Middle Ages. “SauFEecame Saint Paul; 
Mordechai became Karl Marx." Then came the notoriousTinale: “By extermi
nating this pest, w'e shall do humanity a service of which our soldiers can have no 
idea."" The most rabid themes of the early speeches, of the dialogue with Die
trich Eckart and especially of Mein Kam^f had returned, sometimes in almost 
identical words.

On October 25, in the presence of Himmler and Heydrich, Hitler was even 
more explicit, reminding his guests—as if they needed to be reminded—-of his 
notorious "prophecy”: “I prophesized to Jewry,” Hitler declared, “that the Jew 
would disappear from Europe if the war could not be avoided. This race of crim
inals carries the guilt of the twro millions of dead of the World War and now' al- 
ready that of hundreds of thousands. Nobody should come and tell me that one 
cannot drive them into the marshes in the East! Who thinks of our men? It is not 
bad, moreover, that public rumor attributes to us the intention of exterminating 
the Jews. Terror is a salutary thing.”"

At the beginning of the following month, another long historical-political 
tirade against the Jews took place in the presence of two other SS guests, com
manders Blaschke and Richter. Once the Europeans discovered the nature of the 
Jew, Hitler stated, they would also understand the solidarity that tied them to
gether. The Jew was the obstacle to this solidarity. He lived only because Euro
pean solidarity did not exist. At the outset of his disquisition Hitler prophesied 
to his guests that the end of the war would witness the “crash” [HimmelssturzJ of 
the Jews and then launched into a long tirade describing the Jews as inveterate 
liars and cheaters.11

The first of Hitler’s two major public anti-Jewish speeches of those weeks was 
the address to the Party “old fighters” on November 8, 1941, the annual com
memoration date of the aborted Munich putsch of 1923. A year before, on the 
same occasion, the Jews had not been mentioned at all. This time, the Nazi leader 
launched into one of the most vicious and massive anti-Jewish tirades of his ca
reer. Hitler pointed to “the international Jew” as “the one behind this war” and
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called him “world arsonist” |WeltbrandstifterJ. “I wouldn’t he a National Social- 
ist any more,” he yelled, “if 1 distanced myself from this finding." After attacking 
Jewish exploitation of the war, he turned to the Jews’ enslavement of the Soviet 
Union: “The man who is temporarily the master of that state [Stalin) is nothing 
else but an instrument in the hands of omnipotent Jewry. . . . When Stalin is on 
the scene, in front of the curtain, Kaganowitch [Stalins Jewish son-in-law) stands 
behind him”. . .and so on. IrTbet weetTthese insults and threats, the Nazi leader 
gave clear expression to the apocalyptic dimension of the ongoing struggle: “This 
struggle, my old Party comrades, has really become not only a struggle for Ger
many, but for the whole of Europe, a struggle [that will decide) between exis
tence and annihilation!”14 In this same speech Hitler again reminded his audience 
thafhe had often been a prophet in his life, but this time the prophecy did not re
late to the extermination of the Jews, implicit in his entire speech, but to a closely 
related theme: November 1918, when Germany was stabbed in the back, would 
never occur again. “Everything is imaginable,” he exclaimed, “except one thing, 
that Germany will ever capitulate!”15

In a notorious article in Das Reich entitled “Die Juden sind schuld” (The Jews 
are guilty), Goebbels echoed his masters voice. He reminded his readers of Hit
ler’s prophecy that the Jews would be exterminated in case of war and added: “We 
are experiencing now the consummation of this prophecy; the fate of the Jews 
that is being fulfilled is harsh, but no more than deserved. Pity or regret is com
pletely out of place here.”'* The Propaganda Minister was clearly alluding to the 
mass exterminations in Russia and to the deportation of the Jews from Germany.

Within the limits imposed by the occasion. Hitler returned to his anti-Jewish 
tirades^ when, on November 28, he received the Great Mufti of JerusalemTAf- 
ter expiainmglo his visitor that although~British capitalism and Soviet Commu
nism appear toTTe' opposites, “in both countries Jewry was jmrsuing identical 
aims ” The present struggle had to he understood as a confrontation oftwo ideo- 
logical forces: “On the political level,” Hitler declared, “(this struggle) appeared 
in essence to be a confrontation between Germany and England, but in terms of 
ideology, it was a struggle between National Socialism and Jewry.”'7

In his circle of intimates, where Hitler’s nightlong disquisitions were the com
mon fare, the Nazi leader could let his anti-Jewish fantasies run wild. He was 
back at his favored theme on the night of December 1 to 2. Prodded bv one of 
the guests about the issue of racial instinct, Hitler declared that some Jews were 
not jH-cessarily intent on harming Germany, hut even so they would never dis 
lance themselves from the long-term interests of their own race. Whv were J^ws 
destroying other nations? The Führer admitted that he did know the fundamen 
tal natural historical laws of this phenomenon. But by dint of their destructive 
activity the jews created the nee essary deTense muhaiüätus among the nations
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Hitler told his night audience that Dietrich F.ikart had once mentioned to 
him that heTiadltnown one upright Jew, Otto Weininger, who took his own life 
once he discovered the destructive nature of his race. Strangely, the Na/j leader 
concluded, Jewish mixed breeds of a second or third generation would often 
come together again with Jews. But, he added, ultimately nature eliminates the 
destructive elements: in the seventh, eighth, or ninth generation jie Jewish part 
is nout-mendeled” [ausgemendeltj- -a pun on the name of the Czech monk, 
Gregor Mendel, who discovered the heredity laws—and “racial purity, re- 
established.”IK

On December 11, in the wake nf Japan’« attack on Pearl Harbor, Hitler an
nounced to the Reichstag that Germany was declaring war on the United States. 
From the outset, the messianic theme was present: “If Providence wanted that 
this struggle should not spare the German people, then I am grateful that (Prov
idence) entrusted me with the leadership of this historical confrontation, a con
frontation that will decisively mold not only the history of our Germany but that 
of Europe, actually that of the entire world for the next five hundred or one thou
sand years.”19 Then he turned his fury against Roosevelt and the Jews. The lews, 
according to the Nazi leader, were planning to use the American tool in order to 
prepare “a second Purim for the European nations which were becoming in
creasingly anti-Semitic. . . . It was the Jew, in his full satanic vileness who gath
ered around this man [Roosevelt), but also to whom this man reached out”·’0 This 
was total, uncontrolled rage: for Hitler. America and Roosevelt were completely 
in the hands of the Jews. It may explain the otherwise puzzling German declara
tion ol war on the United States. Hitler would not wait for the initiative to come 

^trom Koosevelt and the Jews?
The next day, Hitler addressed the Reichsleiter and Gauleiter in a secret 

speech summed up by Goebbels in his diary: “In regard to the Jewish question the 
Führer is determined to wipe the slate clean (reinen Tisch zu machen]. He proph
esied to the Jews that if they once more brought about a world war, they would 
be annihilated. It was not a mere declaration. The world war is here, the exter- 
minatioh~of the Jews musTbe its necessary consequence. This matter has to be 
envisaged without any sentimentality. We are not here to have cpmpassion forihe 
Jews; but to Have compassion for our German people. As the German people has 
once again sacrificed some 160,000 dead in the Eastern campaign, those respon
sible forthis btoPrfy CPnfbct will have to pay fofTTwith their lives."JI '

According to the aforementioned entry in Himmler’s appointment calendar, 
in a meeting with Himmler, on December 18, Hitler gave the following instruc
tion: “Jewish question | exterminate as partisans.”·1·’ The vertical line in this en
try remains unexplained. The identification of the Jews as “partisans” obviously 
did not refer to the Jews on Soviet territory who were being exterminated for the
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last six months, but rather to the deadly internal enemy who, by trcasonously 
plotting in Germany and German-occupied Europe, could, as in November 
1918, stab the Reich in the back.

On the eve of the meeting with Himmler on December 17, Hitler had once 
more raised the Jewish issue with Goebbels. According to the Propaganda Min
ister, “the Führer is determined to proceed consistently in this matter (the Jew
ish question) and not be stopped by bourgeois sentimentality.” Hitler and his 
minister discussed the evacuation of the Jews from the Reich, but it seems that 
subsequently the Jewish issue in general was addressed: “All the Jews have to be 
transferred to the East. What happens to them there cannot be of great interest 
to us. They have asked for this fate; they brought about the war, now they must 
also pay the bilk" Then Goebbels added: “It is comforting that despite the burden 
of military responsibility the Führer still finds the time ... for these matters and 
mainly has a dear view about them. He alone is in the position to solve this prob- j 
Iem definitively, with the necessary hardness.”''

Thus, after ten months of relative public silence regarding the Jewish issue,
Hitler suddenly addressed it with unusual frequency and growing fury between 
mid-October and mid-December 1941. In the course of these two months the 
Nazi leader explicitly mentioned the extermination of the Jews on October 19, 
October 25, December 12, December 17, and December 18 and was indirectly- 
quoted to that effect by Goebbels, Alfred Rosenberg, and Hans Frank between 
December 12 and 16. Nothing of the kind ever happened before in Hitler’s dec
larations; it was a radical change. Indeed, the fact that five out of seven of these 
exterminatory statements were made within a few days, after December 11, 
could be seen as an explicitly ominous message conveying that some sort of de
cision had probably been reached as a result of the U.S. entry into the war. On 
the night of December 28 to 29, Hitler^came to speak of the arch anti-Semite,
Julius Streicher: “What Streicher did in ‘Der Stürmer' was to draw an idealized 
portrait of the Jews. The Jew is much meaner, much more blood thirsty than ^ 
Streicher described him."'4

*

The majoFdifficulty in evaluating the significance of Hitler’s declarations lies 
in the fact that he used the extermination threats on occasions prior to anv 
extermination plans, that is, before June 1941. The main problem, however, is 
I litler’s linkage of the exterminations to a general war context that could applv 
to any lime after June 1941 and to October of that year as compellingly as to the 
December 1941 January 1942 period. As previously mentioned, the only plau 
sible answer is the considerable intensification of the threats after an event that 
indeed turned what could still be considered a European war into a world war in 
its fullesl sens··: the entry of the United States into the conllicl. It is only then, it 
should be added, that in terms of I filler's worldview, the battle included all the



iorcfs that wrc tiw mortal enemies of the new Germany, all the ‘plutocratic' 
forces allied with world Bolshevism. BehirnTthis satamc coalition stootTthr Jew.

XTT the themes that surfaced in Hitler's anti-Jewish diatribes between Octo
ber 1941 and early 1942 were elements of an ideological repertory that had not 
varied in any significant way since the early 1920s. These themes were shared by 
the Nazi hard core and appbed over two decades to changing circumstances by
way of minor adaptations. The sinister presence of ‘the Jew" behind both plu
tocracy- and Bolshevism appeared in almost identical terms in Hitler's earliest 
anti-Semitic speeches: ‘capitalism" or “Wall Street" were used rather than ‘plu- 
tocracy "; “Marxism" appeared as frequently as “Bolshevism" The Jewish under
mining of the Ancient World by Paul’s falsification of the teaching of an Aryan 
Christ into a doctrine akin to Bolshevism was a staple of Dietrich Eckart’s inter
pretation of history and of Hitlers subsequent harangues (it was one of the 
major themes of nineteenth-century German and European anti-Semitism). 
The ‘Jewish stab-in-the back* theme as an interpretation of Germany’s defeat in 
WorldWar (reappeared in full force in the fall of 1941, in its reversed form: such 
internal enemies would be eliminated. Simultaneously—and that may have been 
Hitler’s only innovation in relation to his own past ideological rhetoric—the 
Nazi leader increasingly’ spoke of‘Europe" from June 1941 on. The Jew was a 
general factor of subversion but, more specifically, he was an obstacle to Euro
pean unity (by engineering the war between two racially kindred European na
tions: Germany and England) when such unity was vital for the struggle against 
the two gigantic threats to European civilization: ‘America” on the one hand, 
Russia on the other. The Jew had to disappear from Europe.

Were Hitler’s increasingly frequent and ever more threatening anti-Jewish 
outbursts merely expressions of growing rage and frustration, or are we faced 
once more with an element of instrumentality in this outpouring of the vilest in
sults and the most vicious intimations of a murderous revenge? Most probably, 
some of the anti-Jewish measures and public declarations were aimed at Roo
sevelt and at the Jews who, so Hitler undoubtedly believed, stood behind the 
.American president. Yet this would not suffice to explain the growing fury of the 
“Table Talk” or of the murderous address to the Gauleiters. It seems that apart 
from a crazed urge for revenge and retribution and also apart from the belief that 
in order to avoid another defeat the internal foes (Partisans), those ready to stab 
Germany in the back, had to be eliminated, Hitler wanted to make his intentions 
unmistakably dear to his acolytes without having to give an explicit order. At the 
moment of decision, he wished to strengthen the belief of his minions: the Jew 
was the mortal foe of Germany, of Europe, of civilization; the Jew started the 
war; the moment of retribution had come. Finally, by showing the way without 
entering into the details of what had to be done, he dearly conveyed that although 
Jews had to disappear, as stated to Himmler on December 18, he left it to his
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henchmen to find the appropriate methods. This general “mandate" for extermi
nation finds an echo in one of Hitler’s strangest utterances. On January 25, 1942, 
five days after the Wannsee conference, Hitler had two guests who were both 
well informed about the situation and in whose presence the Jewish question 
could be addressed without too many detours: Lammers and Himmler. “It must 
be done rapidly,” Hitler explained, regarding the deportation of the Jews to the 
East. “The Jew must be expelled from Europe. Otherwise we will have no Euro
pean unity; he (the JewJ incites everywhere. In the end, I don’t know, I am so im
mensely human ... I say only: he must be expelled. If he is destroyed in the pro
cess, I can’t help it. I see only one thing: absolute eradication, if they don’t leave 
on their own"''

IDEOLOGY. SOCIETY, AND MASS MURDER 

UNDER NATIONAL SOCIALISM

The hard core of the Nazi Party probably shared Hitler’s redemptive anti- 
Semitism. What is certain is that the anti-Jewish campaign was carried out under 
the responsibility of Hitler’s ideological guard: the Party, In his closing speech at 
the 1935 Party rally, in which he proclaimed the anti-Jewish racial laws, Hitler 
had declared that if the Jewish problem “should yet again prove insoluble [it] 
would have to be assigned by law to the National Socialist Party for a definitive 
solution.”'* Since 1938, the Jewish issue had been mainly in the hands of the 
Party; at the end of 1941. the Party was put in charge of the “Final Solution.”

The ideologically motivated plans of various Party agencies and the power 
struggles that they reflected were not determined only by anti-Jewish goals; how
ever, they tied in with the anti-Jewish policies once decisions were made, and 
this not only at the general “racial" or “European” levels. Mass resettlement of 
ethnic Germans, for example, demanded, in Nazi eyes, the expulsion and, even
tually, the extermination of part of eastern European Jewry; such partial plans 
could easily become part of a general plan of total extermination. In other terms, 
sectorial Party interests were always subordinated to Hitler’s goals. Once the de
cision about the late of European Jewry had been reached, all Nazi agencies be
came the support and implementation system which, from the end of 1941, 
made the anti-Jewish extermination crusade its absolute priority. The enormous 
amount of'loot that fell into the hands of Party members, high and low, certainly 
bolstered their ideological commitment.

It is difficult to estimate how deeply Hitler’s brand of anti-Semitism penc 
«rated non Party agencies and particularly the Wehrmacht. The extreme anti- 

Jewish proclamations of Field Marshalls Walter von Reichenau, Erich von Man 
stein, and some others among the highest ranking officers do not seem typical. 

Yet the “harbarizalion of warfare" and the “ideologization of warfare," mainly on
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the basin n Front ami lit the Balkans, are hard tu disentangle. Alter die invasion 
ol Poland, General Johannes Blaskowitz had sent a complaint about the murder 
operations JTthe SS; hut alter the invasion ol the Soviet Uniorij thc~Wehrmacht 
heeame an active auxiliary in many of these anti-Jewish operations. In western 
H un »pe'TVö veru n ft rated softie oTThe anti-Jewish measures during the second hall 
ol 1940 and almost always cooperated in their implementation.’7 In his order of 
the day of October 2, 1941, Hitler would probably not have declared that behind 
all of Germany's enemies stood “the Jews and only the Jews” if he had not known 
or sensed that among hundreds of thousands of soldiers such a radical anti- 
Semitic outburst would find some echo. At officer rank in any case, traditional 
conservative anti-Semitism and violent anti-Bolshevism were the ready ideolog
ical ground for the anti-Jewish crusade. The same is true for other state agencies 
and for the economic sector. Here, too, the substantial material advantages re
sulting from the persecution and the extermination of the Jews bolstered the 
readiness to accept the most radical measures.

There remains the much debated issueof the attitudes and reactions of the 
wider German population to Hitler’s anti-lewish diatribes and to the anti- leyvish 
policies of the Nazi regime. Recent inquiries indicate that there was more day- 
to-day anti-Jewish violence among the German populace than previously as
sumed, and that later possibly up to one-third of the population was aware that 
mass killings of Jew's were taking place in the East, although the full extent and 
details of the “FinaT Solutiön"rnay not have heen known to most Germans.

In August 1941, outrage among the population and the churches had de
flected the murder of the mentally ill, at least in part; later, the “Aryan" wives of 
a group of Jewish men about to be deported from Berlin forced their release. 
Thus, at times, popular reactions w'ere taken into account by the regime. Butthe 
Berlin demonstration^änd it was a very limited and peculiar one—was the 
only popular protest regarding the fate of the Jew's. In general terms, the popu
lation’s indifference to persecution of the Jews during the 1930s continued as 
indifference to mass murder during the war. Churches often expelled Chris
tian members who wore the Jewish star, and intellectuals in various domains 
(including future luminaries of West German historiography) enthusiastically 
joined the anti-Semitic campaign, adding studies and theories of their ow'n. Even 
opposition circles adhered to their traditional anti-Jewish stances, notwithstand
ing their knowledge of the extermination. Moreover, as Frank Bajohr has shown, 
tens of thousands of Germans were purchasing for next to nothing belongings 
transported from all over occupied Europe to the ''Judenmärkte’’o(major German 
cities,-8 and tens of thousands of Volksgenossen were now living in Jewish homes.

From 1933 to 1939, widespread indifference to the fate of the Jews may have 
been fueled by traditional anti-Semitism as well as by the primacy of the “Führer
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cult” and the enthusiasm for “national revival." In 1940 and early 1941, the im
mense surge of nationalist pride triggered by German victories may have bol
stered even further the support for the regime and its measures. From June 1941 
onward and even more so after the entry of the United States into the war, many 
Germans may have come to believe the slogans identifying the Jews as the ul
timate enemy behind Stalin, Roosevelt, and Churchill, behind Bolshevism and 
plutocracy alike. Mainly, the vast majority continued to believe in Adolf Hitler 
and the regime. EvenU his brand of anti-Jewish obsession was not shared by the 
majority of Germans, the faith in his leadership was such that his decisions were 
accepted with all their consequences.

As for the tens of thousands of killers, Germans and non-Germans alike, they 
wereprobably motivated by orders, by pack behavior, by constant and ever more- 
ferocious anti- Jewish incitement, sometimes by prevalent and deep-seated anti- 
Semitic stereotypes and probably more often than not ~l>y ordinary human 
sadism, theTdnd of sadism that incites tothe worst cruelty- against the weakest of 
the weak.

In summation, the killers were not essentially motivated by some kind of rabid 
Jejinxiaationist anti-Semitism” that, according to Daniel Goldhagens interpreta
tion, wassuppose3Ty present in most of the German population. Rather, the pop-~ 
ulation^the elites, the state agencies, and the Wehrmacht were suffused by a tra- 
ditional religious and social anti-Semitism that, in and of itself, paralyzed any 
couíiterváíTing attitudes and proved to be a ready ground for the most extreme 
anti· Jewish steps. No less significant for the acceptance and often the active sup-·' 
port of the regime’s policies against the Jews was, as we mentioned, some mea
sure of belief in official propaganda, nationalism, and “Führer cult” on the one 
hand, along with material interests and opportunism on the other.

But, in the absence of a powerful, endemic, anti-Jewish drive from within the 
population and therefore from within the Wehrmacht and the other state agen
cies, the murder campaign against the Jews could not have been systematically 
carried out anil sustained lor almost lour years in the face of constant organiza
tional and bureaucratic problems and especially in the face of the growing con
straints imposed by the war, had there not existed another driving force. This es
sential impetus came from the political leadership: from Hitler, the hard core of 
the party, and its main terror agencies, where, as recent studies about the SO have 
shown, extreme anti-Semitism was prevalent. "’

In Nazi Germany, murder on a large scale was easily implemented and ra 
lionali/ed by various groups. But and allow me to repeat this decisive point 
initiating the total extermination of millions of people and transporting them to
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killing silt** from the furthest corners of the continent in the midst of an increas
ingly desperate general war, dcmaiuletl the fanatical drive of a pitiless ideo 
logical faith. This faith itself, Hitler's redemptive anti-Semitism, had its root in 
German history and in the Christian tradition. It also fed upon the potentially 
murderous instrumentalism inherent to modernity.

How unconscious the victims were of the oncoming events, as the “Final Solu
tion” started, clearly appears from Victor Klemperer’s diary entry of Decem
ber 31, 1941 : “Heads up for the painful last five minutes!”'0
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Two

A N T I - S E M I T I S M  A S  E X P L A N A T I O N :  

F O R  A N D  A G A I N S T

Shulamit Volkov

The historiography dealing with the Holocaust has long been a field of contest
ing and competing views. One thing, however, seems to have remained constant 
in all its ups and downs—the reliance upon anti-Semitism as rationale for the 
National Socialists’ “Final Solution.” Various protestations notwithstanding, al
most all historians finally make use of anti-Semitism as the single most important 
element in analyzing the road to Auschwitz—twisted or direct. Clearly, along 
the main divide characteristic of this historiography, it is the “intentionalists" who 
place a greater emphasis on anti-Semitism. But even the most persistent “func
tionalists” find it necessary to come back to it in one way or another. Some have 
tried to relativize its centrality as far as the presumably “regular” Nazi voters were 
concerned.' Others have tried to show that even the chief bureaucrats directing 
the Nazi extermination machinery were only marginally concerned with it.J But 
at least in viewing the main protagonists—Hitler himself and his closest associ
ates—anti-Semitism always reemerges as the main explanatory mode.

While all this may indeed be indisputable, the relevant arguments often re
main rather blurred. Considered self-evident, the pros and cons of this prevail
ing paradigm are only rarely reexamined. In this essay I would like to try and 
do just that: rethink the role of Nazi anti-Semitism as an ideology leading to the
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“Final Solution,” guiding the hands of the murderers. This is no slight matter, of 
course. The quantity and the quality of existing historiography arc immense. As 
I do not intend to bring into the discussion any new facts, nor present any new 
documents, I would have to rely on this literature, subjecting it- - yet again—to 
close critical reading, examining it from my own point of view.

I wish to start by pointing out one of the ambiguities that has plagued the use 
of the term anti-Semitism for years. Both colloquially and in professional usage 
anti-Semitism normally refers to at least two different, though of course not un
related, phenomena. To begin with, it indicates the deeply entrenched tradi
tional hatred of the Jews; that ever-present antipathy towards them, based upon 
centuries of vilification, going back to pre-Christian times. The term itself, in
troduced into common parlance in Germany during the early 1870s, was not ini
tially conceived as a simple synonym for the age-old hatred.' From the outset it 
was meant to denote a new phenomenon, or at the very least a new version of the 
old one. For the anti-Jewish propagandists of the Berliner Griinderjahre, and the 
anti-Dreifusards in fin-de-siecle Paris, anti-Semitism meant more than the fa
miliar, rather naive, rejection of Jewish presence. Instead, it was applied as the 
proper name of a full-fledged new ideology, a complete worldview, grounded in 
what was then considered a new scientific theory, proving once and for all the 
spiritual and racial inferiority of the Jews and the imminent danger they posed to 
humankind in general and to the unique cultures of Germany or France—as the 
case may be—in particular. The early historiography of anti-Semitism, written be
fore World War I, only rarely applied the term. It was mainly concerned with 
traditional Jew hatred. Anti-Semitism conceived as a full-fledged ideology began 
to attract scholarly attention only later. Well into the second half of the twenti
eth century, so it seems, even Nazi policies towards the Jews were still frequently 
explained by that common, traditional Jew hating, often carelessly mixed with 
the new ideological mode to a greater or lesser extent.

Daniel Goldhagen’s much discussed book is a case in point.4 Despite the au
thor’s repeated claims to originality, his overriding thesis on the primaev of anti- 
Semitism -“eliminationist” or otherwise — goes back, with a vengeance, one 
must add, to the initial paradigm. It offers, in fact, yet another version of that 
single most common explanation of National Socialism based on Jew hating. This, 
for Goldhagcn, is the alpha and omega of the entire tragic affair. It was out of 
sheer hatred, runs the argument, that Hitler and his accomplices first decided 
and then carried out their “Final Solution." It is the old haired, dressed, to he 
sure, in various modern forms, that set the whole machinery in motion, exploit 
ing for its own murderous schemes the ancient and all-pervasive animosity 
against the Jews. ‘ I lere anti-Semitism turns out to be more through the repet 
Hive rhetorics of the hook than through the force of its argument not only a
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luvv.ssai v but also a sufficient condition (or the I lolocaust; tin- only factor needed 
lor explaining it. The author apparently believes that his thesis is so amply sup 
porter! bv the evidence and so indisputably manifest, that the burden ol disprov 
ing it lies flatly upon his opponents.” lie repeats the old formulas, supporting 
it with some new evidence and communicating it with a new jargon. Thus it 
seems he has taken the entire scholarly community by surprise.

I listorians busy reevaluating the sources, engaged in that prolonged debate 
between "intentionalists" and "functionalists” and, some would also say, lighting 
their own petty ideological or even political battles normally tended to think 
that that old familiar paradigm, long since proven inconclusive and in any case far 
too simple for the task at hand, was by now' altogether superseded. It had been 
for long, no doubt, the most prevalent approach, adopted by many independent 
and fair-minded researchers. It was practically indisputable among Jewish histo
rians— by no means only by Zionists.7 In fact, establishing anti-Semitism as a 
permanent factor of Jewish history and as an explanation for much of its turbu
lence had already been a common historical practice by the time Zionist thinkers 
began to formulate their own worldview. Since Heinrich Graetz, generations of 
liberal Jewish historians trusted, indeed, that with sociocultural integration on 
the Jewish side and the enactment of legal emancipation on the non-Jewish side, 
a new' era finally dawned and in it anti-Semitism was bound to disappear. But at 
the same time, they continued to accord great significance to the tradition of Jew 
hating and to the powerful effects of hostility and discrimination upon their his
tory. They invariably saw in anti-Semitism a major constitutive element in the 
formation and transformation of Jewish life throughout the ages.

Zionists, to be sure, took an even more extreme position. They not only in
sisted on the centrality of anti-Semitism in Jewish history but also were more 
skeptical concerning the plausibility of its future disappearance. In the aftermath 
of the pogroms in Russia during the early 1880s, but also in view of the recurring 
w-aves of anti-Semitism in the presumably enlightened new German Kaiserreicb, 
the promise of emancipation lost much of its splendor while the constancy of Jew' 
hating seemed to be compellingly reaffirmed. As in so many other matters, it was 
Ahad Ha’am again who gave the most fitting expression to this mixed historical 
lesson. In his essay “Two Masters,” published 1902, he stated that modem soci
ety could in fact manage to preserve “pockets of reaction and barbarism” even in 
an age of “general progress and enlightenment.” “It is not impossible,” he wrote, 
“that with time humanism would spread and would indeed include all man
kind. . . . The world will be filled with justice, honesty and mercy . . . only 
‘except the Jews.’”* Thus, the paradigm for understanding all present and future 
anti-Jewish verbiage or policies, even under the veil of progress and modernity, 
has been formulated: eternal hatred of the Jews w'as accepted as a historical con-



stant. In itself it required little elaboration. Its very antiquity was its rationale; its 
origins served as an explanation

Jewish historiography then developed two parallel models for dealing 
with anti-Semitism: the cyclical and the spiral. The cyclical version saw in anti- 
Semitism a kind of permanent obsession, a pathological antagonism towards 
Jews, reappearing anew in slightly changing forms “in every generation.” Such, 
for instance, was Leo Pinsker’s attitude in his Autoemancipation, as well as Nachum 
Sokolov’s in his Eternal Haired toward an Eternal People—both books almost si
multaneously published in 1882. "’The ideological pioneers of Zionism managed 
to apply, even at that early stage, a rather elementary version of social pathology- 
(U/n-social psychology to account for the permanence of anti-Semitism in all 
known non-Jewish societies—past and present. More recent examples are like
wise easy to come by. The late Shmuel Ettinger, for instance, followed a simi
lar line." For him it was the stereotype of the contemptible Jew, ever present 
in Western civilization, that provided the clue for the permanence of anti- 
Semitism. Jew-hating could only fade away temporarily, according to his 
scheme, reemerging anew through the reemployment of old familiar images. No 
fundamental change needed to be explained within this scheme. Anti-Semitism, 
to use Daniel Goldhagen’s argument again, was always there—threatening, vio
lent, and “eliminationist.”

The spiral version, in turn, stresses dynamism and escalation instead of per
manence and repetition. It argues for a process in which anti-Semitism has been 
continuously radicalized, especially during the modern period. From a certain 
point onward, it contends - be it the early restructuring of the modern Euro
pean state, to use Hannah Arendt’s familiar prototype, or since the emergence of 
racism, according to Jacob Katz-—anti-Semitism underwent a process of radical 
change, becoming ever more aggressive in tone and intention, reaching its final 
consummation in Auschwitz.1-’

Naturally, the distinctions between the two models are often blurred. The 
proponents of both place great emphasis on traditional anti-Semitism and vary 
primarily in the significance they attach to its latter-day transformations and the 
new types of its legitimation. It is, moreover, often diflicult to separate the two 
approaches. The tension is quite apparent in Goldhagen’s book. On the one hand, 
he repeatedly emphasizes the traditional anti-Jewish animus presumably typi
cal of German society from times immemorial. On the other, he is determined 
to show its “evolution": it was “a story of continuity and change pur excellence." he 
writes 11 Nevertheless, Goldhagrn’s own exposition leaves no doubt as to what is 
central for him and what he considers no more than an elaboration: it is that per 
vasive and permanent hatred that explains everything, he reasserts, the original, 
deep seated antipathy towards the Jews. The rest is only variations on a theme.
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Goldhagon, alter all, mainly deals with/»moixj/animosity, with (ear and aversion, 
with malice ami vindictiveness. Ho wishes t<> explain the acts of individual* the
behavior of I litler's “willing executioners.” It is not their ideology that interests 
hint hut their drive; not their Weltanschauung hut their passion.

It is instructive to remember that in the immediate postwar years, it was 
common among historians to deny the very existence of a Nazi ideology. It was 
fashionable then, even more than now, to compare Nazism with Communism, 
and the poverty of Nazi ideology therefore appeared blatant indeed. “National 
Socialism has no political theory of its own,” wrote Franz Neumann as early as 
1944, “and . . . the ideologies it uses or discards are mere arcana dommationis. 
techniques of dominations.” “|T)he German Leadership,” he added, “is the only- 
group in present German society that does not take its ideological pronounce
ments seriously and is well aw are of their purely propagandistic nature ”M At that 
time, emphasis usually fell—as in some of the prewar narratives, too—on the 
National Socialists’ “state of mind,” on their instincts and passions rather than 
on their ideas. Fear of the “other” or the collective force of a common hatred, 
shared by so many Germans for so long towards the Jews—these, above all, were 
deemed relevant for explaining the Holocaust. Only since the late 1960s, in fact, 
with the new- interest in nineteenth-century anti-Semitism, in völkisch ideology, 
and in racism, and then with the appearance of Ernst Nolte’s Three Faces of Fascism 
and Eberhard Jäckels Hitler’s Weltanschauung did the historiography of Nazism 
seem to have finally matured.15 It now plunged into a far more sophisticated and 
better-informed search for causation. It was, in short, seeking new explanations.

Goldhagen’s single-minded stress on anti-Semitism as an “animus” seemed 
questionable at the very outset. Indeed, w-hen his book first appeared, it was at 
first challenged by historians—of various schools—who felt that his argument 
was simply one that had been long discarded. Other shortcomings in his ap
proach also seemed familiar enough. To begin with, his insistence on not com
paring German anti-Semitism with its many other manifestations elsewhere 
across the European continent was rightly deemed unacceptable. Decades of re
search have, after all, established beyond any doubt that anti-Jewish attitudes 
were not unique to Germany and that during the pre-World War I years, though 
such attitudes had by no means disappeared from the German public sphere, they 
were not particularly pronounced in that country. Furthermore, Goldhagen’s 
cursory treatment of the complex historical evidence concerning the relation
ships between Germans and Jews from the early nineteenth century up to the 
Nazi era—also a thoroughly studied theme in recent years—is likewise inad
missible. Jews were perhaps never as well integrated in German bourgeois soci
ety of the Kaiserreich as they themselves often wished to believe. They surely en
countered anti-Semitism often enough, at both the private and the public level.
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But the prewar years as such could be considered a “rehearsal for destruction” 
only in hindsight.16 At the time, despite the clouds on the horizon, these were 
years of hope and of real and conspicuous progress.

Goldhagen’s claims concerning the omnipresence of the eliminationist rage in 
Nazi Germany have indeed been contested by intentionalists and functionalists 
alike. Historians from both camps protested the universality of his claims as well 
as his almost principled lack of differentiation.17 The controversy soon made it 
evident that the argument, in fact, did not concern the role of Jew hating as a 
background to the Holocaust. Functionalists, too, usually agree that a pervasive 
anti-Jewish attitude was a sine qua non for the “Final Solution.”18 The historio
graphic debate lies elsewhere. It revolves around the role of ideology, not around 
questions of love or hate. One argues about the importance of the anti-Semites’ 
Weltanschauung and about its absolute and relative impact upon the policies 
leading to extermination. Nobody really denies that there has been (more or less) 
widespread animosity towards Jews in Germany—before, during, and indeed 
even after the Nazi era. Despite Goldhagen’s combative mood, no one doubts the 
fact that such a general hostility towards them was a basic precondition for the ini
tiation and for the “success” of the “Final Solution.” The argument lies elsewhere.

Moreover, the critical edge of this historiographic debate seems to have been 
somewhat blunted with the ebbing of the controversy between functionalists 
and intentionalists. As early as 1992, Christopher Browning listed a number of 
“modified intentionalists” like himself, and one occasionally encounters in the 
literature even some “moderate functionalists.”14 In a reprinting of an article 
dealing with the debate between what he prefers to call Hitlerists and struc
turalists, Ian Kershaw has announced that all things considered, “one would have 
to conclude that neither model offers a wholly satisfactory explanation, and that 
some room for compromise is obvious.”7" Finally, in the introduction to his book 
Na/i Germany and the Jews, Saul Friedlander summarizes his present position by 
stating that “(tjhe crimes committed by the Nazi regime were neither a mere 
outcome of some haphazard, involuntary, imperceptible, and chaotic onrush of 
unrelated events nor a predetermined enactment of a demonic script; they were 
the result of converging factors, of the interaction between intentions and con
tingencies, between discernible causes and chance.’”' This, no doubt, is an ad 
miringly balanced view. According to Friedlander, too, it is not vague intentions 
or a difTuse “animus" with which we are dealing, but an ideology a more or 
less systematic set of ideas that eventually led to the Holocaust. Here the mean 
mg and place of anti-Semitism along the road to Auschwitz is being debated a 
far more complex matter. Still, the tendency to oversimplify, perhaps also the 
urge to follow our intuition and draw a direct line between ideology and action, 
seem* irresistible. After all, anil Semitismos an nleologs is easily transformed into
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llu· Iuik liuiuil equivalent of anti-SeiniUsni as an animus, and both ran thus be 
treated as self-evident, straightforward explanations. Neither, I believe, is really 
lit lor the task.

In a scholarly réévaluation of the relevant historiographic scene, published in 
1985, Dov Kulka staled that only through anti-Semitism as an ideology, to be 
sure - was it at all possible “to explain the incxplainable.”” More recently, in a 
polemical article in one of Israel’s most widely-read dailies, Yehuda Bauer and 
Ysrael Gutman reassert that despite all the arguments, “the Archimedean point 
is the ideology."·’* Here lies, according to them, not only the uniqueness of the 
Holocaust but also the uniqueness of the National Socialist system as a whole. 
Accordingly, one does not need to explain much beyond it. It is, once again, “the 
origins that explain,” to return to Marc Bloch’s critical formulation. It is the very 
existence of the anti-Semitic ideology—in a rather intensified form and with 
some particular and peculiar details—that seems to reduce the mystery of the 
Holocaust. In his much-quoted speech in Berlin, “50 Years After,” the Swiss phil
osopher-historian Walter Hofer proclaimed that it was “simply incomprehen
sible how the claim can be made that the National Socialist racial policy was not 
the realization of Hitler’s Weltanschauung,”M But, after all, is it not precisely this 
link—between Weltanschauung and policy—that we ought to explain? Is it not 
that process of “realization”—apparently so unrelenting and so ruthless—that is 
the extraordinary fact about the Nazis and their accomplices?

But when dealing with this matter, it is apparently all too easy to forget that 
long-established historical lesson, namely that ideologies are never simply real
ized; that they are never just put into practice. The common model of background 
and events, preparation and performance—this familiar two-tier structure, in 
which the first always explains the second—has repeatedly proven flawed. Turn
ing theory into the cause of praxis, moving between ideas and action on some 
sort of a one-way road, has never been a satisfactory exercise. It is a fine construct 
of our narrational skill but a dubious historiographic practice. In fact, no full- 
fledged utopian ideology (anti-Semitism—eliminationist, redemptive, or other
wise—all included) has ever been available “in advance,” so to speak, as simply a 
program for political, economic, or social action.

Examples are easy to come by. The locus classicus of this methodological is
sue is, no doubt, the controversy over the relationships between the philosophy 
of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution. The issue received some highly 
sophisticated treatment in recent literature, but Alfred Cobban’s brilliant essay 
of 1965 is always a pleasure to quote from. ’5 It opens writh a memorable passage 
from Taine: “When we see a man . . . apparently sound and of peaceful habits, 
drink eagerly of a new liquor, then suddenly fall to the ground, foaming at the 
mouth ... we have no hesitation in supposing that in the pleasant draught there
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was some dangerous ingredient ”,k Cobban then recalls the testimony of Edmund 
Burke, who believed that the revolution was caused by the spread of enlightened 
ideas, and ends with Michelet and Lamartine, who saw in the philosophy of the 
eighteenth century “the code civil and religious liberty put into action in the Rev
olution by the People.” Even Louis Blanc, “for all his socialist ideology,” still 
saw the “revolutionary struggle as one of conflicting principles,” and so finally 
did most of the later socialist historians.?7 Nevertheless, Cobban is not intimi
dated. He goes on to demolish the entire edifice, mercilessly probing the pre
sumably self-evident link between ideas and praxis, exposing its problematic 
nature and closing with a characteristically frank indecision: “The influence of 
the Enlightenment cannot be disregarded in any history of the French Revolu
tion . . . but the revolutionaries did not set their course by its light in the begin
ning, nor did they steer the ship of state into the haven of the Enlightenment in 
the end.”7"

Among the many examples demonstrating the intermingling of ideology and 
practice, the case of nationalism is singularly fitting. It is particularly pertinent as 
an analogy for anti-Semitism, not only because of the imminent historical link 
between the two7'* but also because in both cases one could distinguish between 
a widespread sensibility, an “animus,” to be sure, and a mature ideology. It is gener
ally agreed that some form of initial national awareness as well as few budding po
litical institutions relying upon it were present in a number of European societies 
long before the French Revolution. Clearly, a vague national consciousness pre
ceded the formulation of a national worldview and full-fledged modern national 
ideologies. The history of both England and France abound with examples of that 
prolonged interaction between theory and practice, characteristic of the devel
opment of modem nationalism. It is, however, usually argued that Germany rep
resented a different model, one in which nationalism as an idea much preceded 
its realization; one in which a clear ideology has more or less simply been put into 
practice.

But though an embryonic national consciousness can surely be detected at 
least among members of certain social strata even in pre-Napoleonic Germany, 
and though a national discourse gradually evolved there during the first half of the 
nineteenth cent ury - this, too, I believe, never reached the stage of containing a 
dear blueprint for action. Fichte's Reden an die deutsche Nation, often (juoted with 
great aplomh, is a good example of this argument. In fact, the Reden contain no 
clear ideological design and are instead suliused with universal ideals as much as 
with some early sense of nationalism. They were later used for a variety of often 
contradictory political purposes, hut at the time they mainlv gave voice to the 
frustration of the occupied and contained no orderly draft for solving am imme 
dial e or general problem. The political ambitions of the early nineteenth century
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Huru hi’/in hiificn, likewise, wen* drowned in a romantn rhetorical idiom a far 
t ry from any well conceived Weltanschauung. And the revolutionaries of 1848 
clearly had no clue as lo what kind of national unity they wen- aiming at.

Neither, of course, did Otto von Bismarck when he finally took office as the 
Prussian Chancellor in September 1862. Bismarck’s policy making is, indeed, a 
prime example for the complex nature of the relationships between political in
tentions and performance. The fact that he had repeatedly been credited with 
fulfilling the dreams of the German national movement at die time neither means 
that he intended to do so, nor that his Kaiserreich had ever been the true realization 
of these dreams. The quick ideological adjustment eventually made by the Ger
man liberals, moving from a vocal opposition to his policies to a warm support 
of all his vagaries, was only a fitting counterpart to his own equivocation. It was 
only later on, with the actual establishment of the new Reich, its scope and its 
particular type of regime, that Bismarck’s solution seemed to many-—though 
never to all— the realization of their previous national vision. But, in any case, 
this only happened in retrospect. The German national ideology took its concrete 
shape—and a temporary one at that—not prior to or in preparation of the con
solidation of the Reich but in parallel to this process and perhaps only after it had 
been achieved."

This, to be sure, is not an attempt to resurrect a simplified, reductionist Marx
ism, according to which material circumstances explain any form of conscious
ness. What we are forced, yet again, to confront—in all available examples, but in 
a most convincing way, finally, in the case of National Socialism—is the tangled 
web of interaction between ideology and praxis. It is not some kind of “ideological 
falsehood,” to use Bauer and Gutmans phrase, that can explain the “Final Solu
tion,” even if the hopes of “getting rid” of the Jews did in fact constitute a power
ful motive force for its realization. Neither was an anti-Semitic blueprint sud
denly drawn and executed following some concrete events in occupied Poland 
and in Russia between 1939 and 1942—as has sometimes been suggested. Anti- 
Semitism—-both as a general sentiment and as a vague but powerful ideology had been 
there before, but its effectiveness came from the chances of implementation, and these 
became evident only with the onset of the military campaign in the east. It was not the 
prevalent anti-Jewish sentiment as such, nor the grand redemptive schemes that 
so captured the imagination of anti-Semites since the days of the Bayreuth Circle, 
w'hich finally directed the hands of the executioners. It was rather a version of it 
all that suddenly became feasible, almost “easy” to carry out then and there, un
der the particular conditions at the Russian front in the fall and winter of 1941. 
Against the background of the systematic terror and discrimination practiced by 
the Nazis against the Jews for some eight years, plans of extermination were now 
finally turned into reality, bolstered by a virulent anti-Semitism that had acquired
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a dynamic of its own and became yet another major force to be reckoned with in 
those days.

This argument is, of course, not mine and is by no means unknown in the lit
erature, but for some reason it normally remains unacknowledged. Observe, 
for instance, Ebcrhard Jacket's essay, written over twelve years ago: “Der Weg 
zum Mord an den Juden” (The path toward the murder of the Jews). Despite 
his protestations concerning the preeminence of Hitler’s deep-seated racism, the 
constant interaction between ideology and practice clearly emerges from his 
day-to-day review of Nazi policies during the critical moments just before and 
just after the beginning of Barbarossa. At that time, Hitler himself “probably did 
not yet know how it should all continue”” He still hesitated, according to Jackel, 
as late as August 1941, while Heydrich and Goebbels, who were apparently push
ing forward at that time, did so “in an effort to win favor and gain power more 
than out of sheer hatred.”" In any case, the fortunes of war and the circumstances 
surrounding it were most intimately linked to the decisions concerning the “Fi
nal Solution.”

Another example of ostensibly stressing the primacy of ideology while in fact 
describing a much more complex interaction between theory and practice can 
be found in Omer Bartov’s two books on Hitler’s army.*4 Bartov labors to show 
the deep impact of that peculiar blend of anti-Bolshevism and racism upon the 
soldiers on the Eastern Front. At the same time, however, he describes the far 
more complex situation that existed. Bartov repeatedly stresses the effectiveness 
of Nazi indoctrination, but what emerges from his overall description is the in
terplay of ideological indoctrination and inhuman conditions at the front—-not 
the primacy of one over the other. Finally, this is also apparent in Saul Friedlan- 
der’s latest book. While the author opens by proclaiming that his main explana
tory tool would be the “redemptive anti-Semitism” typical of the Nazi leadership, 
the strength of his argument lies- -to my mind -elsewhere." It lies in the com
plex, incremental character of his narrative concerning the treatment of the Jews 
under National-Socialism; in the way in which he so pertinently describes their 
gradual exclusion from German society, their debasement and dehumanization 
supported by a mixture of emotions, ideology, opportunism, and political cir
cumstances.

Let us once again quickly review the arguments concerning the fateful months 
between October and December 1 9 4 1 H i t l e r  was relatively silent concern 
ing the Jews, as indeed Friedlander clearly shows, since about January 1941. Ilis 
diatribes against them vigorously recur from about mid October, and by mid 
December he was daily concerned with the logic of their extermination. Ills 
generally biting and combative oratorical style during these months may per 
haps be explained by the overall military situation both at the Eastern Front and
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elsewhere upon the global theater ol war. It was by tlicn quite obvious that vie 
lory against tin· Russians could not Ik· achieved before winter, and a counter 
offensive on the Moscow front could not be avoided. In addition, the American 
entry into the war was imminent, and resistance was becoming daily more vio 
lent in the west.

But the context ol Hitler’s anti-Jewish outbursts surely included other factors, 
too. It was during these very weeks that action against the jews everywhere in 
Europe escalated to new heights. The first “Table Talk" entry against them is in
deed dated October 21, followed by further outbursts on October 25 and No
vember 5, and by speeches and private utterances during the rest of November 
and throughout December. Organized extermination, however, began either at 
the same time or perhaps even somewhat earlier.17 Following Heydrich’s brief
ing of the higher SS and police officers on July 2, 1941, sporadic killings by the 
Einsatzgruppen occurred along the entire front. They seem to have escalated dur
ing August and September. On 29-30 September over thirty-three thousand 
Jewish men, women, and children w-ere killed at Babi-Yar near Kiev. By that time 
“full-scale genocide had already been embarked upon by the Einsatzgruppen in the 
Soviet Union,”*8 and active preparations for full-scale extermination were taking 
place elsewhere. The expulsion of Jews from Berlin began on October 1, 1941. 
Between October 16 and November 2, nine trains from various towns in Ger
many arrived at Lodz. Twenty-one other “transports” came from Prague, Vienna, 
and Luxembourg. Additional trains w-ere intended to reach Riga but finally ar
rived at Kovno, where Jews were immediately murdered at a nearby site on 
the twenty-fifth and twenty-ninth of November. Somewhat earlier, killing of the 
ghetto inhabitants in Minsk was already taking place at the beginning of Nov
ember; by the end of the month it was occurring in Riga too. The first experi
ments in gassing w-ere also performed at that time.

Hitler’s anti-Semitic rhetoric, then, did not precede these events but oc
curred simultaneously with them. Clearly, the Nazi leadership made sure that 
the Führers basic attitude regarding the “Jew-ish Question" was known to all in
volved. Hitler’s own outbursts obviously encouraged them and drove them on. 
But his own ideological obsessions w-ere fed by the increasing tempo of the 
killing—not only the other w-ay around. The web of causes and effects in this 
case is probably impossible to disentangle. But seen in this light and regardless 
of its explanatory power, Nazi anti-Semitism can no longer be treated as only a 
cause for other events, an omnipresent motivation at the background of the Holo
caust. After all, it, too, needs explaining: anti-Semitism is part of the enigma. Be
yond its vague animus and wild, redemptive, utopian visions, anti-Semitism— 
like other ideologies— w-as not only shaping events but also affected by them, 
intensified or w-atered down in response to them, reformulated and redirected 
in relation to them.
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In view of this complexity, only those narratives that manage to substitute the 
question how for that of why seem to get at least near an explanation of the Holo
caust — the ones that endeavor to reconstruct the devilish interplay of action and 
ideas, that linger on the particulars, that insist on giving us even the most minute 
details. Nine out of Friedlanders ten chapters in his new book deal with the ac
tual course of events, with how the Germans behaved and how the Jews suffered; 
with the daily interaction between the thoughts and actions of both victims and 
perpetrators. And in reading these chapters, one docs feel indeed that the mys
tery' begins to unravel. The transition between mere anti-Semitic verbiage and 
“die Tat” to use Hitlers own phraseology'—that is, between that famous anti- 
Jewish animus and/or ideology on the one hand and the actual praxis of dis
crimination and ever-increasing abuse on the other—-begins to make sense. A 
similar sensation of an almost unexpected insight is solicited by the detailed 
description of events during the period between 19 39 and 1941 provided, for in
stance, by Christopher Browning in his studies of Nazi resettlement policies and 
the ghettoization of the Jews in Poland.40 The chapter on German Jewry between 
1938 and 1943 in the newly published two-volume collection of Yad Vashem 
written by Yehoyakim Cochavi achieves equally impressive results." Moreover, 
even Goldhagen’s horrifically descriptive chapters on the camps and the death 
marches occasionally provide such rare moments of cognition.*!

“The degree of influence to be attributed to ideas is an unresolved question 
in respect of all great historical movements,” writes Alfred Cobban.4' Marx’s ef
fort to dispose of this difficulty by treating ideas as mere reflections of social- 
class interests has long been tremendously attractive -mainly for its simplicity 
and its inner coherence. But it clearly won’t do. No case demonstrates the weak
ness of this approach more than that of Nazism. Weber’s converse thesis, giving 
priority to doctrine and belief, ultimately has proven equally reductionist. And, 
alas, all the variations and combinations of these two approaches have failed to 
produce theoretically satisfying solutions. Historians, luckily perhaps, are not 
really expected to overcome such fundamental theoretical hurdles. It is as part 
of the practice of our craft that we must come to terms with them, each time 
anew. We should therefore -so I believe loyally stick to our minute narra 
lion, continue to put our trust in the details, and beware ol too easily crossing 
the line between explanation and that which must be explained. Doing just that 
still constitutes a major challenge.
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O P E N E D  U P  B E F O R E  U S ” :  

T H I N K I N G  A B O U T  A U S C H W I T Z  

A N D  M O D E R N I T Y

Anson Kabinbacb

The post-Holocaust experience of mass murder has shown that the administra
tive, bureaucratic, and technical accoutrements of totalitarian regimes are not 
necessarily a prerequisite for genocide. As events in Rwanda, Bosnia, and Kosovo 
amply demonstrate, mass murder and “ethnic cleansing” can and have been 
accomplished without the complex ideological, technological, and political ap
paratuses that seemed to define the Nazi or the Stalinist killing Helds during the 
19}0s and 1940s. Contemporary genocides are also apparently characterized 
by a far higher degree of passionate hatred and enthusiastic participation than 
was evident under the totalitarian regimes. To be sure, radio and television play 
a role in spreading rumor and the desire for retribution. But, as Hans Magnus 
Enzensberger writes, "today’s protagonists have no need for rituals, marches 
and uniforms, nor for agendas and oaths of loyalties. They can survive without 
a I'iihrer. Hatred on its own is enough.”1 This fact enjoins us to be somewhat 
skeptical of the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman’s contention that "without mod 
ern i ivili/.ation and its most central essential achievements, there would be no 
Holocaust

Yet it is precisely this assertion that characterized the thinking of an entire 
generation of tierman Jewish exiles. Even more important, when we consider
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till- fact that it was the (innun Jewish exiles who most emphatically saw the 
Holocaust in the context of a muc h larger picture ol a destructive modernity 
spun out of control, we are laced with a dilemma. If the connec tion betwe en a 
pathologic al modernity and genocide is no longer self evident, then should we 
not reconsider the thesis that the crimes of Nazism, as well as those- perpetrated 
in the Soviet Union during the 19J0s, required a certain level ol modernity or 
oven of “progress"? We might also ask what investment these refugee intellect u 
als had in the thesis that there is an intimate connection between modernity and 
Holocaust, why this trope has played a decisive role in the last hall century since 
the catastrophe?

In light of diese considerations it may be useful to first briefly reexamine the 
intellectual history of the theme of Holocaust as an event embedded in a certain 
kind of modernity. To be sure, modernity is an ambiguous and elusive term. The 
classical concept of modernity, grounded in the social theories of Marx, Weber, 
and Durkhcim, held that the “cultural program of modernity” secularization, 
technical rationality, and moral uncertainty -was of European origin and w-ould 
be universalized as the world inevitably “westernized.” Today, by contrast, this 
concept seems out of date: scholars have recognized that there is no single tra
jectory; that in both Western and non-Westcrn societies, there are multiple pat
terns of cultural, political, and intellectual development; and that it is more ap
propriate to speak of “multiple modernities.”'

Still, as recently as a decade ago, it was considered almost beyond dispute that 
the Holocaust with its administrative bureaucracy, its faceless “desk killers,” and 
above all, mass, factory like death camps, amounted to what Bauman calls “an 
exercise in social engineering on a grandiose scale.”4 Nazi mass murder was the 
by-product of the modern drive to technical mastery and control, substituting 
technology, administration, and organization for moral responsibility. The very 
success of modern industrial society in substituting pragmatic and rational crite
ria for transcendental values, so the argument goes, leads inescapably to the sub
ordination of ends to means and a generalized erosion and paralysis of judgment. 
For this reason, the crimes of Nazism can be situated well within the mainstream 
of European modernity and its ideal of the healthy body. Nazi ideology promoted 
eugenics, demographic planning, public hygiene, and social welfare institutions 
to garnish support for its radical policies of euthanasia and racial hygiene on be
half of the Volk community. As one historian has observed, the emergence of the 
German racial welfare state was “in so many ways the apotheosis of very wide
spread trends in European social thought.”'

One aspect of the provocation produced by Daniel Goldhagen’s Hitler's Will
ing Executioners was that he utterly rejects this account, dismissing (as a “stock 
phrase”) the widespread perception of the Holocaust as an essentially modern
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event characterized by “assembly-line killing.”'' Indeed, Goldhagen’s book, as 
Raul Hilberg among others has pointed out, contains relatively little mention of 
either Auschwitz or the bureaucratic apparatus of professional functionaries 
who, at varying degrees of remove from the killing, were responsible for the 
countless laws, decrees, and decisions that fueled the genocide.7

Goldhagen’s work does not systematically pursue the argument, choosing in
stead to provide a massive counterexample of the face-to face brutality, murder
ous anti-Semitic hatred, and outright sadism that characterized the Nazi murder 
of the Jews. But his footnotes leave no doubt as to his refusal to adopt this line of 
investigation. His interpretation ultimately leads, as Hilberg notes, to a depiction 
of the Holocaust as an orgiastic “super-pogrom in the hands of the shooters and 
guards.”" Goldhagen offers a version of German history as a long preamble to 
murder, an approach that dismisses the Holocaust as a “modern” event; instead it 
is represented as a passionate crime of ethnic hatred deeply rooted in Germany’s 
long history of anti-Semitism. As a corollary, Goldhagen also dismisses much 
social science theorizing about moral indifference in the Nazi killing fields. De
spite his insistence on the “singularity" of the Holocaust and its “German” char
acter, Goldhagen’s book ultimately gives us an “ordinary genocide."

Of course, no genocide can be “ordinary." But the Goldhagen controversy im
plicitly raised from yet another perspective the question of the role of modernity 
in the Holocaust, even if that theme did not play a superordinate role in the dis
cussion of his work. Why was it, one may ask, that so many German Jewish in
tellectuals insisted on the modernity of the Nazi Judeocide from the very outset? 
Why did they emphatically reject the version of German history promoted bv 
so many German writers and thinkers after World War II as fundamentally “de
viating" from the norms of the West? Why did they refuse to accept the judgment 
that the Germans might become a “Pariah" nation, a theme put forward at the 
time by such responsible German intellectuals as Thomas Mann, Karl Jaspers, or 
Friedrich Meinecke? In short, wasn’t the excessive focus on the modernity of the 
killing a means by which they could hold on to their own most cherished cultural 
traditions and shift attention away from the German context of the genocide? Did 
the emphasis on the modernity «if the Nazi regime and its methods ol mass de
struction shift the explanation to the universality of evil only to exonerate those 
elements of German culture that manifested themselves in barbarism? Were the 
emigre intellectuals, as the exiled biographer Find I.udwig charged in 1^42, still 
defending the German culture that had driven them out of Germany bv other, 
very largely German means?

The idea ol an exceptional German path, or SonJerweif, can be traced back to 
any number ol nineteenth-century thinkers who extolled the virtues of the Ger
man Kullurnaiion as opposed to French civilization. In its original formulation,
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tlir idea ol ,t German cultural nation liait lioth cosmopolitan ami nationalist vit 
sions. hut in tin* decade before World War I this version of German history was 
dominated by nationalist writers, and even during the Weimar Republic histo 
rians like 1-ricdrich Meinecke, Gerhard Ritter, I Ians Rothlels, and I Ians Del 
hruck still wrote German history as the story of how an exclusive culture bear 
ing “German spirit" emanated from Lutheranism, from the Thirty Years’ War, 
and Iront Germany’s “inalterable" geopolitical pressures. After World War II a 
significant number of influential German scholars and writers (including some 
ol these historians) simply reversed this trope, subscribing to a “radical inver
sion ol the perception of the past "They turned the nineteenth-century glorifi
cation of Germany’s superior development into its mirror opposite, an account 
ol the diabolical course of German history culminating in the Third Reich. 
Liberals, Catholics, Marxists, and conservatives created “a new vulgate,” docu
menting Germany’s deviation from the “normal” course of historical develop
ment in the West: authoritarian, nationalist, romantic, irrational, and illiberal. 
Interpretations differed only in the specifics of their explanations: Prussian au
thoritarianism, Luther’s submission to the German princes and the subsequent 
complicity of “spirit" with power, the absence of a bourgeois revolution, or the 
vitalistic glorification of will and power, but not in their reductio ad Nazism of 
German history."

From its inception, this new negative interpretation of German cultural his
tory' as a distinctive and anti-Western German road to Nazism was largely the 
creation of German scholars and intellectuals as opposed to the émigrés. Among 
the émigrés, Thomas Mann stood virtually apart for his “negative glorification" 
of Germany’s unique past, the post-1933 reversal of his own nationalist ven
eration of the melancholic, musical, and demonic creativity of German culture 
expressed in his 1918 Reflections of an Unpolitical Man. During the war Mann 
returned again and again to the demonic, Faustian, romantic, antirational, and 
apocalyptic in German thought to show that German culture was ultimately “the 
spiritual antithesis of Europe" and for that reason had led inexorably to the ca
tastrophe. As Mann put it, German thought “repudiated the reason and the at 
once mechanistic and ideological conceptions of bygone decades; it expressed 
itself as an irrationalistic throwback, placing the conception life at the center of 
thought, raised on its standard the powers of the unconscious, the demonic, the 
darkly creative, which alone were life-giving.”111

If Mann had once been the unpolitical German, Germany now became the 
“unpolitical” nation. Mann incurred the wrath of his fellow émigrés, and he in 
turn was contemptuous of what he called the “patriotism of the exiles,” who, he 
complained, “hold it against me that I feel that through this catastrophe everything 
German, German history, German intellect, has been made complicit.”"
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During the war it was the German Jewish exiles who most emphatically chal
lenged Mann’s expiation through condemnation of his own intellectual tradi
tions. In many respects the discourse of the modernity of the Holocaust was a 
counterdiscourse to the thesis of a German Sonderweg, the Eurocentric response 
of the German Jewish exiles to what they perceived to be an excessively Ger
manophobie discourse, which they condemned with the epithet “Vansittartism” 
(after Lord Vansittart, the British undersecretary of foreign affairs who famously 
remarked that the “other Germany has never existed save in a small and ineffec
tive minority).”1'’

Consequently, these exiles, who might have been expected to accede to 
Mann’s critique of German culture, instead accepted the role of its most devoted 
custodians. Of course, the reaction of the émigrés to the theme of the German 
cultural Sonderweg is only paradoxical at first glance. It would have been more sur
prising if they had not regarded Mann’s derogation of the German intellectual 
tradition as a betrayal. The German Jewish Bildungsbiirgertum, as George Mosse 
observed, “more than any other single group, preserved Germany’s better self 
across dictatorship, war, Holocaust and defeat.”1’ The radical inversion of Ger
man nationalist historicism into the negative historicism of the Sonderweg was the 
continuation of an indigenous German historical discourse by other means.

During World War II, when anti-German sentiment in the United States was 
at its height, wholesale condemnation of German culture and German thought 
aided and abetted a Germanophobia of which the exiles themselves were often 
the victims. The majority of exiles therefore believed themselves to be repre
sentatives of what Thomas Mann’s children, Klaus and Erika, called “the other 
Germany,” the Germany that had to undertake an act of rescue of the traditions 
that appeared to many - -including Klaus and Erika’s own father— to be cor
rupted by National Socialism. The émigrés also feared that anti-German senti
ment might even undermine their hopes for the reconstruction of a democratic 
and pro Western Germany. Indeed, they were horrified by the elder Mann’s sup
port for the draconian plans (to turn Germany into several small agrarian states) 
put forward by Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, and his stance pro
voked a fierce reaction among the émigrés who regarded it as license to chastise 
the whole German population for the crimes of the Hitler regime. They rejected 
his fusion of German regime and German Volk as resonant w'ith Nazism’s own 
racial stereotypes.

Even more provocative than Mann was the writer Emil I.udwig, whose book 
I he (lenntins· Double History of a Notion, published in 1941, infuriated many til the 
exile intellec tuals. I udwig, who was the most celebrated German exile due to 
tfie immense success of his dozen biographies and his access to the White House, 
sketched a portrait of “the Germans" that was at once simplistic and resonant



In».·« Rabmbinh

with l«-s.s discerning readers. How was il, Ludwig asked, that German history 
“from Arminius to I lit lor” had “made the name of Germany so feared”; how was 
it possible lor the people ol Cioellu·, Meelhoven, and Kant “to he forever relaps 
ing into barbarism”14 Ludwig compared German history to a double decker 
omnibus: “The passengers on the upper level enjoy a broader view but remain 
without influence on the direction of the vehicle, because the driver fails to take 
notice of them.” Hitler, he concluded, “was a truly German phenomenon; and 
that all well-intentioned efforts to make a distinction between him and the Ger
man character miss their point.”1' In fact, Ludwig’s cultural history (and his bio
graphies) are all built up out of a timeless essence or spiritual core which can 
never be fully explained and are basically unalterable. Whether great men or 
nations, Ludwig reduces everything to what he called “cultural psychology": 
German history was the story of how Geist became a craven ornament of power. 
“Even today the Germans avail themselves of God or Honor or Country as a 
cloak beneath which to hide the dagger.”"· More provocative still was the chapter 
devoted to “Three German Jews” (Marx, Heine, Lassalle). Barely concealing his 
contempt for these thinkers, Ludwig accused all three of an excessive love of 
Germany: “They loved Germany despite the fact that, or perhaps, precisely be
cause diey were in turn suppressed, imprisoned or abroad.”17

As if the implied comparison with the exiles of 1933 was not obvious enough, 
Ludwig delivered a widely reported Fourth of July address in Los Angeles in 
1942 which purportedly called Germans a “warrior people” and asserted that 
“Hitler is Germany.”"1 He expressed doubt that even anti-Nazi Germans could be 
relied upon to establish the principles for which the Allies were fighting. More
over, he proposed among other things that after the German defeat, “Germany 
should at first be ruled in the same way that the English to great effect ruled 
Egypt"; in other words, be turned into a colony under benevolent foreign rule.'1'

Reaction to Ludwig’s speech was both immediate and bellicose. Even before 
the full text appeared in print, the theologian Paul Tillich replied to Ludwig’s 
identification of Hitler with the German people as a method drawn from the 
Nazis’ anti-Semitic arsenal and directed against Germans: “it is an occasion for 
all forthright German Jews in America decisively and visibly to distance them
selves from Ludwig.” Writing in the German-language exile newspaper Aujbau, 
Tillich called Ludwig’s speech a “dishonor” (Entehrung) to all those who opposed 
the Nazi regime and accused him of descending to rhetoric that could be found 
in any “dirty anti-Semitic pamphlet.”70 The controversy unleashed a torrent of 
debate, with immediate support for Tillich coming from the then relatively un
known Aujbau columnist Hannah Arendt, who called the quarrel a “serious and 
weighty matter.”71 For Arendt, Tillich was right to say that Jews should be the last 
to claim the right to spread the kind of thinking that had caused them to sacrifice
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so terribly. Arendt made it clear that she had no patience with Ludwig, whom she 
denounced as a one-time enthusiast of the German war machine and an admirer 
of Italian fascism. Ludwigs article, she charged, only proved that the fact that 
Jew's had been driven into exile did not justify the assumption that Jews alone 
were or are immune from the terrible sickness unto death that had gripped the 
w’orld, or exempt them from “racial madness.” Speaking in the name of all “Jew
ish patriots,” Arendt praised Tillich as a “friend of the Jews" who courageously 
took it upon himself to protest against “a German-Jew in a Jewish matter.”’· The 
debate soon spread from the exile press to the American Jewish press, and even 
reached the editorial pages of the New York Times, which condemned Ludwig’s 
speech as the equal in its method to the methods of the anti-Semites. Even Tillich 
in the end had to concede that he had reacted imprudently in calling Ludwig “a 
Jewish writer" and appealing to “German-Jews.”7 *

Ludwig s response was a blistering attack on the “German patriots in exile,” as 
he called his German Jewish critics. He defended his argument that the “major
ity of Germans” approved of Hitlers chancellorship and actions, in particular the 
“expulsion” of the jews. The falsifications and defamations against him, noted 
Ludwig, only proved his conviction that “the Germans are incapable of political 
conflict ”M

Confronted with Ludwig’s and Mann’s versions of the German past, it is hardly 
surprising that the émigré intellectuals felt compelled to become the guardians 
of German cultural traditions. Theodor Adorno remarked in his wartime book 
of aphorisms, Minima Moraha, that the “claim that Hitler has destroyed German 
culture is no more than an advertising stunt.”“

Even more emphatically, Arendt rejected any complicity of the Western in
tellectual tradition with Nazism. All the Nazis needed for their death factories 
was what she called the “atmosphere of ‘scientificality’” coupled with efficient 
modem technique. She discounted the role of ideas in the creation of Nazi ide
ology and institutions, attributing its ideology to “modern mob-men who were 
not afraid of consistency”’*· In her “Approaches to the German Problem” pub
lished in I94S, Arendt was uncompromising: “It was not any German tradition 
as such," she wrote, “but the violation of all traditions which brought about 
Nazism "The history of ideas, she insisted, had nothing to do with the Nazis, who 
ellected a powerful marriage between power politics and the masses: “Nazism 
owes nothing to any part of the Western tradition, be it German or not, Catholic 
or Protestant, Christian, Greek, or Roman. Whether we like Thomas Aquinas 
or Machiavelli or I ulher or Kant or Hegel or Nietzsche the list mav be pro 
longed indefinitely as even a cursory glance at the literature of the ‘German Prob 
lem’ will reveal they have not the least responsibility for what is happening 
in the extermination camps. Ideologically speaking, Nazism begins with no
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ti.idilinn.il lu.si.s at all, and it woul«l be belter to realize llie danger of this radical 
negation ol anv tradition, which was the main feature ol Nazism Irom tin- begin 
ning.’” Arendt, who elsewhere makes ideology into one ol the twin pillars of 
totalitarianism, disavowed any attempt to make German ideas into ideology.

Ludwig expressed his disbelief and shock that his fellow German Jews, after 
years of exile, continued to defend the German people, and to deny that the 
"Jews had been forced to emigrate along w'ith the applause of the German 
people.” He bluntly challenged the Aujbou to distribute a questionnaire asking 
them whether it was the Nazis or the Germans who had expelled them. Those 
Jews, Ludwig charged, who after years of exile still stroked the hand that beat 
them and encouraged others to love and defend the German people, had to come 
to terms with their own conscience.'*

By 1950 the divide between the “German” advocates of the Sonderweg and 
their German Jewish critics (despite the fact that Ludwig was of Jewish origin and 
Tillich was a Christian) was firmly established and had already discursively rei
fied the opposition between explanations of the Third Reich centering on “the 
Germans” or "the Nazis,” between irrational “Germany” and a perversely rational 
“modernity'.” In the historical sediment of this debate we can trace the conceptual 
archaeology of the Goldhagen controversy.

To be sure, these local and in some respects parochial disputes over German 
guilt only explain one facet of the vehemence with which the exile intellectuals 
tried to counter the pervasive discourse of German cultural culpability. On an
other level, the genocide intruded itself into their reflections on history and phi
losophy, demanding a retelling of the story of modernity from a perspective that 
recognized that the universalism and belief in progress that characterized the 
enlightened German middle classes were no longer plausible. For many of the 
exiles, the Nazis’ singling out of the Jews for total annihilation made their uni
versalism universally untrue. It was this dimension of the genocide as a concrete 
refutation of the philosophy of enlightenment that preoccupied many of the 
German Jew-ish thinkers, in part because it was recent German Jewish thought, 
for example that of Hermann Cohen and Franz Rosenzweig, that had tried to 
give Bildung a universal cast. For the exiles it was not the German counter- 
Enlightenment that confronted the Enlightenment of the West as a spiritual an
tithesis but rather the counter-Enlightenment within Western modernity itself 
that had to be confronted.

In his book, L’Histoire déchirée, Enzo Traverso demonstrates the strong affinity 
that existed among those thinkers—Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, 
Giinther Anders, and Jean Amery—who concurred with Arendt s characteriza
tion of Auschwitz as a “caesura” in civilization. These thinkers shared the view 
that if Auschwitz could not be prophesied, elements of the death camps were
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foreshadowed in Max Webers warnings about the clangers inherent in a “disen
chanted" world of rational procedures without transcendent values, in Franz 
Kafka’s vision of the faceless terror of modern institutions, and in Walter Ben
jamin’s image of history as catastrophe. Rather than condemn German thought, 
they refashioned a post-Auschwitz vision of history from those sources: “From 
that perspective," observes Traverso, “Auschwitz did not appear as an accidental 
departure, however serious, from the ineluctable improvement of humanity, but 
as the legitimate and authentic product of western civilization. Auschwitz un
veiled its dark and destructive side, that instrumental rationality could be put in 
the service of massacre.”?'* The barbarism of the Nazis was “not the antithesis of 
modern industrial and technological civilization, but its hidden face, its dialecti
cal doppelgangcr. ”10

Was the rejection of the Sonderweg thesis by the German Jewish intellectuals 
motivated by sound political and historical judgment, or was it premised on what 
Gershom Scholem called the “unrequited” love between Jews and Germans? Did 
Arendt not put “herself in the ranks of the many intellectuals of German cul
ture who sought to connect Nazism with Western modernity thereby deflecting 
blame from specifically German traditions?”*1 Or even worse, as Richard Wolin 
has suggested, did Arendt’s need to draw a curtain over her mentor-lover Mar
tin Heidegger’s reputation lead her to the conviction that “the hallowed realm of 
Kultur, on which Arendt had hung the dreams of her youth, bore no responsibil
ity for the German catastrophe? And to her, of course it was Heidegger who was 
the living embodiment of that realm and those dreams.”*’ So it might seem, when 
we read in the aforementioned 1945 essay how easily she lets Heidegger ofT the 
hook with her oflhand remark that “the scholars first pul to one side by the Nazis 
as of relatively little use to them were old-fashioned nationalists like Heidegger, 
whose enthusiasm for the Third Reich was matched only by his glaring ignorance 
of what he was talking about."** Was the emigres’ insistence on the modernity of 
the genocide a subtle exculpation of their own “Germanness"?

These are not insubstantial charges, especially when we ask more generally 
whether the deep and positive transference of German Jewish exile intellectuals 
to the “hallowed realm td Kuliur" did not indeed blind them to the German roots 
of the catastrophe and to the concrete manifestations of German anti-Semitism. 
Arendt’» contradictory and ambivalent relationship to Heidegger cannot alone 
explain her loyalty to the intellectual traditions that she tried to transform into 
an instrument for understanding the totalitarianism which made her into a 
victim, and to which Heidegger hail so enthusiastically subscribed. Nor was 
she alone in her arguments against indiscriminately enlisting the role of ideas 
and scholarship in explaining the Nazi regime. That Arendt considered anti 
Srmilism a f uropean and not an exclusively German problem is both defensible

Í9
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ami si ll evident. Mure important, lier vision of public span·, of “the political 
as articulated in 77n Human Coiulmon was only in small part indebted to lleideg 
ger's philosophy oi Ixistcn/. as was her phenomenological ap|>roach to lotalitar 
ian terror. Unlike I leidegger. she did not regard the agon of public dispute and 
argument as a sign of the “fallen" condition of Dasein, but as the space of freedom 
and transcendence. 11er Origin* of Totalitarianism drew on Heidegger’s concept of 
Dasem not to demonstrate the inauthentic social existence of “the They” and 
the futility of conventional politics but to show how political tyranny results 
from the very attempt to deny human plurality and the political nature ol human 
existence. Arendt identified Heidegger’s contempt for “the political" as charac
teristic of the “unpolitical" German mandarin whose diagnosis of the condition 
of loneliness and atomization in effect made totalitarian domination possible.M

I would argue that it was not so much her loyalty to Heidegger that produced 
the blind spot in Arendt's account of totalitarianism, but her loyalty to what she 
called “the tradition” (from Plato to Nietzsche) that led her to refuse any con
nection between ideas and Nazism. It was that loyalty that in the end made it 
so difficult lor Arendt to investigate with any thoroughness the revolutionary- 
apocalyptic dimension of Heidegger’s affinity to National Socialism. Despite her 
brilliant analysis of the structures of totalitarian domination and the ideological 
“fictions” created by totalitarian regimes, Arendt avoided any investigation of 
how these fictions were made real for Heidegger and other Weimar thinkers 
of the conservative revolution in the apocalyptic-redemptive “act,” in the politics 
of the “will,” or in the moment of existential decision. In this respect, Arendt was 
a far more perceptive phenomenologist of the nature of totalitarian unfreedom 
than she w as of German political culture at the end of the Weimar Republic.

The problem of Kulturkritik is important, though not as a sign of the émigrés’ 
loyalty to ideas that were irredeemably linked to the politics of the ¡nationalist 
right. The German Jewish exiles believed that German cultural criticism, even 
where it wras most corrupted by its proximity to Nazism, could still be mobilized 
against the pow-er of barbarism. Their strategy was complex and sometimes even 
perverse. They did not simply musealize Kulturkritik but subverted it, turning the 
ideas of the conservative revolution against the revolution of the right. Just as 
Arendt subverted Heidegger's critique of modernity by deploying it against to
talitarianism, Horkheimer and Adorno's Dialectic of Enlightenment also attempted 
to undertake a “rescue” of enlightenment, to use Horkheimer s expression. Their 
strategy, not unlike Arendt's, was to turn the teachings of Weimar “mythologues” 
like Ludwig Klages and Carl Gustav Jung into a sustained critique of the “dialec
tic of Enlightenment.” In so doing, they tried to make German intellectual tradi
tions “usable” or, as Horkheimer once put it, to harness the power of nihilism for 
their ow n purposes, “to positively embrace truth in the determination of mean-
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inglessncss, and by this measure, to save thought.”" By appropriating the conser
vative revolutions critique of technology and instrumental rationality without 
embracing its discourse of the “soul” or of a return to mythical archetypes a la 
Klages and Jung, Horkheimer and Adorno refused to countenance any return to 
the modes of political discourse characteristic of the Weimar right. By self
consciously weaving elements of “counter-rationality” into their evaluations of 
modernity after the Holocaust, both Arendt and Horkheimer and Adorno, in 
entirely different ways, attempted to “demythologize" the mythologies of the 
Weimar conservative revolution. In other words, they sought to break up the 
contradiction between enlightenment and counterenlightenment in the aware
ness that this polarization was itself an impasse for both liberalism and conser
vatism in German history.

In what sense, then, can we still speak of the Holocaust as an event embedded 
in “modernity”? Though it would be naive to assume that genocide and moder
nity are as intimately linked as Bauman believes, I believe that the German Jew
ish response to the thesis of a German Sondcrweg still offers a valid approach on 
two levels. First, it contained an important caveat to the widespread belief of 
the Sonderweg theorists that Nazism was an atavistic cult of the archaic and the 
primitive. It permits us to recognize that those elements in Nazism which looked 
backwards to a medieval or even primeval Germany could easily coexist with 
modern forms of technology' and organization, and that Nazism was itself an ef
fort to embrace and eliminate the contradictions inherent in a “disenchanted" 
world. In this respect, the exile intellectuals implicitly understood that Nazism 
was a cultural synthesis fusing elements from a hypermodern industrial soci
ety with a fundamentally irrationalist and unstable admixture of romantic anti
capitalist, nationalist, radical völkisch, and bioracial elements. Concepts like “re
actionary modernism” usefully demonstrate that there was indeed a distinctive 
German path to modernity that emerged after World War 1 in circles identified 
with the Weimar conservative cultural revolution, and which permitted Weimar 
theorists to fuse technological rationality with “myth,” anti-Semitism, and bio
social categories suc h as “degeneration ”,h National Socialism was not a "reac
tionary" ideology but a project of national regeneration predicated on racial 
hierarchy. If there is no common core or authentic cultural form of modernity, 
if a high level of technological and economic development is compatible with a 
wide range ol cultural forms, then Nazism appears as an alternative form of rad
ical modernity, just as militant Islamic fundamentalism is an alternative form of 
modernity today. From this perspective, the genocide is not a “normal" event 
inherent in a generically understood “modern society" but one whose “possi
bility" demonstrates the pathological potential ol specific constellations ol mo 
dernity in crisis and the attempt to overcome that crisis by extreme violence.
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Studies ol the "ideological warriors" ol tlu· Third Km It have shown that idea 
lojMi .il passion <nul tt-clmit al rationality weir indeed liotli c onsidered virtues 
among the elite As Saul Id iedlander lus pointed out in regard to the debate over 
modernity versus antimodernity in Nazi ideology: “the two interpretive trends 
previously mentioned need not be eonsidered as entirely separate positions; they 
are, in fact, dealing with two contrary hut coexisting aspects of Nazism.”*'

Second, as George Mosse has demonstrated, Nazi culture is not an “oxy
moron” but a mythologized collective “breakout” from the iron cage of moder
nity. It is similar to other fascisms in its emphasis on the politics of the will and 
on regeneration through violence while it is also unique in its exclusive claim that 
only the Nordic race can accomplish this aim. National Socialism enlisted en
lightenment in the service ofcounterenlightcnment. As Mosse expressed it, “the 
fascist ideal of the new man inherits from the hated Enlightenment the concept 
that a new man can be created by education and experience. The Nazis, and es
pecially die SS, also envisaged a new man but he was to exemplify ancient Ger
manic virtues, a man from the past unspoilt by the present.”*1* The remythologiz
ing of race was Nazism’s answer to a disenchanted world. Even when it claimed 
to be a revolt against the modern world in the name of traditional “values," its 
core myth w'as anticonservative in its fixation on the new man and new order that 
it promised to create. It was an alternate model of modernity rather than an out
right rejection of it.

Because they understood this dimension of Nazism, the émigré intellectuals 
tapped into the narrative of German romanticism while simultaneously refusing 
to embrace myth as an “antidote” to rationality. Hegel, whose narrative of the 
French Revolution began with the rhetoric of equality and justice and ended 
up with the guillotine, famously observed that “the universal freedom that the 
Enlightenment brought into the world culminates in a ‘fury of destruction Z”*1* 
German thinkers ever since have tried to negotiate a kind of invisible “divide” 
between enlightenment and counterenlightenment, creating an intellectual 
tradition that includes Nietzsche’s dialectic of radical nihilism as well as Max 
Weber’s tale of how “disenchantment” leaves us stranded with the polytheism of 
modernity’s warring gods. Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment 
tells the story of how the “cunning” of Western reason to bring myth under con
trol elicited the “myths” that fascism perpetrated on the world, “stamping even 
the familiar as enemy.” Confronting the experience of the genocide, Arendt and 
Horkheimer and Adorno replotted that story', not by crossing the divide into 
“counterenlightenment" but by calling into question the very terms of the divide 
itself. As Adorno remarked, “One of the tasks confronting thought—and not the 
least of those tasks—is to bring into the service of Aufklarung and of progress all 
the reactionary arguments that have been moved against Western civilization.”40
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In other words, the fact that they tried to put the critique of enlightenment in the 
service of enlightenment is all too often misunderstood to he a fatal contagion 
that implicated the anti-Nazi exiles in the very ideology that had forced them into 
exile.

On the contrary, their ability to sustain the tension between enlightenment 
and counterenlightenment distinguished the German Jewish exiles from those 
Weimar writers and thinkers who sought to overthrow the same antinomies by 
embracing a new politics of the will, most prominently Martin Heidegger and 
Carl Schmitt. In the 1930s Heidegger explicitly regarded Nazism as the “counter 
movement to nihilism” that would enact the necessary “resolve" to take a stance 
against the technology oriented, inauthentic, and disingenuous culture of “the 
They” (Das Man). Schmitt considered the “valueless rationality of economic- 
technical thought” as the Antichrist and counterpoised to it the myth of the “po
litical” which promised a renewal of the West’s resolve to do battle with the east
ern “enemy”-—Russian Bolshevism. Like Heidegger, Schmitt saw in Nazism a 
potential vehicle of ontological renewal, the “decision” to enact a revolutionary 
breakthrough which not merely fuses the technical and the mythical but would 
do away with the opposition between them altogether. In other words, for its in
tellectual adherents, the National Socialist revolution was ultimately a mythical 
form of regeneration and an escape from the condition of modernity into a new 
rather than past order of human existence.

For the German Jewish exiles, the failure of those Weimar intellectuals to sus
tain the high tension act necessary to keep in balance the imperatives of a rational 
civilization and the seductive mythologies it inevitably engenders was the new 
constellation of the crisis of modernity. F.ven if we reject their story as somehow 
too “dark” or too “universal,” it makes us aware that Nazism and the Holocaust 
can never be reduced either to an exclusively German event involving premod
em Jew hatred or to a universalist “social engineering" as Bauman believes.

An exaggerated insistence on the “singularity" of the Holocaust logically elic
its the predictable and legitimate response that “other” genocides should not 
therefore be treated as lesser events, nor should they be considered anv more 
or less “normal” than the Holocaust. As Jean Michel Chaumont points out in his 
important study of the competition for recognition among victims, “the claim for 
a statute of exceptionality |for the Judcocide| also imposes a statute of 'normal 
ity’ on all the rest, and introduces a Je facto division between those crimes that 
are unconditionally intolerable and those crimes with which one might, and even 
does, live."" The fact that such claims are sometimes pul crudelv forward as 
assaults on a purported “monopoly” of the I lolocaust over the memorv of'mass 
death, as iti the French debate over the lure non i/ii ( omnwmme, cannot simplv 
be countered by the argument that unlike the social ami political genocides of the
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Stalinist nr Maoist regimes, the German racial genoc ide was a uniquely modern 
event, or that it could only he perpetrated against the Jews.4' Instead, each geno
cide has to he treated cm its own terms and not instrurnentali/ed by facile coin 
parisons.

The exile intellectuals recognized that the Nazi genocide demonstrated that 
any attempt to break out of the dialectic of enlightenment and counterenlight
enment by an act of perverse and pathological “will” has the potential lor vio 
lent acts of destruction, for the politics of genocide. And such moments of 
political danger do not pertain only to societies that are traditionally labeled 
"Western," or “European” or “German,” but to other points on the globe where 
redemptive violence threatens to erupt in the stress points engendered by the 
dialectic of enlightenment. Despite its excessive implication of modernity in 
the experience of mass murder, the story told by the German Jewish exiles in 
the shadow' of the apocalypse of European Jewry is both particular and uni
versal. Its universality pertains everywhere that the project of creating multi
ethnic, secular, and democratic societies engenders new, postmodern ideologies 
of reenchantment, particularly those that “racialize” or “theologize” perceived 
threats to the integrity of a mythologized community. The conditions for con
temporary civil war and genocide are historically different from the Judeocide, 
but the dynamic is not entirely dissimilar. That insight may at some level be un
spectacular, but it was the point that the German Jewish exiles were insisting on 
w'hen they rejected the Sonderweg and looked into what Arendt called “the Abyss 
that opened up before us.”4’
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THE DESTRUCTION OF 

NARRATIVITY:

THE HOLOCAUST IN 

HISTORICAL DISCOURSE

Dan Diner

As the twentieth century has drawn to a dose, the Holocaust appears to be as
suming the character of an icon of a now-past saeculum—something like the ul
timate core event of “our” time. The reasons for this are manifold and vary from 
culture to culture, and from country to country.'

Although the conspicuous presence of the Holocaust in public discourse may 
be easily traced from the late 1970s onwards, and its impact became particularly 
manifest in the 1980s, its significance for universal historical consciousness and 
moral standards became irrevocable only after 1989. That epochal turning point 
occasioned a reemergence across Europe of old historical spaces and the hist
orical memories connected with them. To the extent this has been true, a fun 
damental predicament of the common European future, one that it is no longer 
possible to ignore, has emerged in the post-1989 period. For more than forty 
years Communism and the ideological antagonism between the former East and 
the former West neutralized the impact of World War II and its various prehis
tories. What has come in the wake of this is nothing short of a return afhiaarr. that 
is, an evocation of memories largely suspended. A past that seemed to have been 
laid ad acta long ago has been revived and reactivated. ’

The consequences of such a return of history are not restricted solely to the



«calm ol im ntoi v .mil cultural reconstruction. It sulliccs to consider in this vein 
tin· connection between memory recovered ami tin· restoration of former prop 
ertv l ights. When tin- regimes of the People's Republics in Central and l ast 
Central Europe were dismantled after I9H9, so, too, were the socializations and 
nationalizations ol property instituted by those Communist regimes alter World 
War II. Private property was reinstalled, bringing to light a historical stratum of 
former “Aryanizations" and other forms of plundering Jewish assets.1

Restitution for or recovery of property implies the reestablishment by legal 
means of formerly existing social realities. To this extent, past ('actualities de
stroyed by Nazi occupation and mass murder, and later hidden by the neutraliz
ing effect of later socializations - exacted their toll when legal owners, their 
heirs, or their legal proxies claimed ownership or demanded restitution. This toll 
was not confined to governments only, but left its imprint on daily life and pop
ular consciousness in Europe as well. On a more theoretical level, this fact made 
the constrained anthropological interrelationship between memory and prop
erty obvious the past became the title to the future.4

The reconstruction of a common European cultural space- a tendency that 
has become increasingly evident since the end of the Cold War—renders pres
ent the absence of European Jewry. The extermination of European Jewry is now- 
moving into the center of a commonly molded European identity. Ultimately, all 
European peoples had been involved in one way or another, whether to a greater 
or a lesser extent, in the exterminationist project.' Germany, as the initiator and 
executor of the Nazi Weltanschauung, mobilized and enlisted other countries 
and peoples into a common undertaking—though strict distinctions must be 
maintained between countries conquered or occupied, and those otherwise in
tegrated into German-dominated Europe. Some collaborated willfully or simply 
cooperated at various stages, while many that attempted to passively resist or 
simply preserve their neutrality were nonetheless dragged into the ferocities. 
The different and even antagonistic histories of the various European peoples 
during the short, though extremely dense, period from 1939 to 1945 serve si
multaneously as a locus of memory and as a basis for common European values 
within a new, commonly accepted frame of reference. Today the Holocaust 
stands at the negative core of European self-understanding. The history of the 
Nazi past and of World War II are currently present and felt in a way that is with
out precedent in the years since 1945.

This centrality of the Holocaust to historical consciousness is not simply to 
be expected as a matter of course, as the opposite w-as the case for decades. This 
fact itself demands explanation. Even in written history, the Holocaust was mar
ginal.6 The destruction of European Jewry and the other victims of collective an
nihilation by the Nazis were held at arm’s length in the annals of general history.
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Scarcely a single major work of general history written in the 19S0s and 1960s 
and even in the 1970s gives the Holocaust the weight and space it obviously de
serves. For instance, in Gordon Craig’s major European history encompassing 
the course of events from the Congress of Vienna in 1815 up to the present, the 
destruction of European Jewry is never even mentioned.7 Paradoxically, this 
omission reveals a certain truth: by its very absence the Holocaust is implicitly 
placed beyond the realm of reconstructed history, beyond common historical 
narratives and systematizations." The omission of the Holocaust in the twentieth 
century’s narratives may also be the result of divergent collective perspectives, 
generational rifts, or individual preferences. I shall not address those possible 
reasons here, however, inasmuch as thev are situated beyond the realm of history 
proper. My interest is to inquire into the specific conceptual difficulties faced by 
the historian in attempting to adequately integrate the event of the Holocaust 
into the flow of twentieth-century history.

Let me investigate first, as a precondition for the systematic integration of the 
Holocaust into the sacculum’s narrative, two possible general axes of historical 
interpretation of our time. The first, based on familiar modes of historical un
derstanding, relies fundamentally on notions of conflict and interest based on in
stitutionalized power, whether political, diplomatic, or military. ^ The main play
ers involved in such an intercourse of conflict and rivalry are states, peoples, and 
nations. In European history of the last four hundred years, large-scale conflicts 
and struggles are interpreted in terms of a struggle for hegemony or of a com
mon determination to check presumptions to hegemony and restore a balance 
presumed to have been disturbed.10 Conflicts based on rivalry and attempts to 
dominate the European system of states and powers, its means of communication 
as well as its codes of understanding, were generally regulated according to es
tablished forms and norms stipulated by the universal meaning of the law of na
tions. These were generally perceived as being in conformity with economic 
considerations relating to the commonly accepted understandings of how the 
wealth of nations ought to be accumulated. The use of force, executed by the 
only legitimate actors, the states, was regulated by generally accepted codes of 
conduct the guerre en forme."

Such familiar modes of interpretation are not unique to the twentieth cen
tury’s predicament, and, indeed, suit the nineteenth century’s proclivities of ac
tion and motivation better. And it was precisely these that were rendered deeply 
problematic during the “great seminal catastrophe,” World War I.1' Neverthe
less, such considerations remain important for understanding the course of his 
torical developments of the twentieth century. Even so, by themselves they are 
inadequate, though they still constitute a generally accepted form of historical 
perception, understanding, and Interpretation. This axis of interpretation based
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on tlu- (»own struggle between nation »tali·» pursuing their proper interests tan 
I'«· clur.nten/ed as iroJinonul.

The other axis of interpretation, that of value struggle an«l ideological ton 
testation, suits the developments of the twentieth c entury belter, and is of a dif 
lerent nature. It refers to motivations, notions, and concepts that run underneath 
and across the common ponderables of states and peoples while nevertheless 
transcending them.1' These values draw on completely divergent loyalties lov- 
allies of class, political values, and ideology. They are generally univcrsalistic - 
although divergent in content and orientation. Historically, they represent the 
introduction of philosophy into politics.

Relying on a complex of opposed values emanating from the nineteenth cen
tury - the ideal of political freedom on the one hand, and the ideal of social 
equality on the other—their bearers opposed each other on a visible as well as 
an invisible battlelield of international civil w'ar.14 The struggle finally culminated 
in the Cold War—a divided world where the values of liberalism challenged the 
values of Communism, and vice versa. In this respect the Cold War was a unique 
confrontation, reminiscent of the religious wars of early modern times, where 
the object of conflict is situated beyond all material desires. This modern coun
terpart to religious war lasted for forty years, and was rationalized in a global sys
tem of nuclear deterrence and mutual fear. This w'as the period in which ideo
logical antagonism peaked and was, for reasons of technological development, 
converted into the logic of the threat of ultimate destruction.

During an earlier, more constitutive phase of universal civil war between the 
protagonists of opposing worldviews, the players were of a slightly different 
sort. Since 1917, or to be more accurate, 1918/19, anti-Bolshevism confronted 
Bolshevism.“* The civil war in Russia—evoked and instigated, like any civil 
war, by social conflict and opposing, incompatible, and irreconcilable beliefs 
and ideas—became significantly antagonistic and extremely violent in nature.17 
Compromise, resulting from bargaining and negotiations between equals, no 
longer was possible. The use of force, war, shed its traditional limitations so vi
tally important for the regulated violent intercourse among states. Inhibiting dis
tinctions between civilian and military were obliterated. Indeed, the use of un
restricted violence and extreme cruelty were bound to the very notion of civil 
war, which is directed at the uncompromising extinction of the adversary. '*

The Holocaust cannot be explained by or integrated into either axis of in
terpretation of the century—traditional conflict or civil war. Obviously, neither 
the destruction of European Jew'ry nor the extinction of the victims of Nazi eu
genics—the so-called euthanasia program—were actions executed within the 
realm of w'arfare, whether we mean by this the traditional use of military force 
or the unbounded violence of civil w-ar. Even that stage of annihilation immedi
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ately following the Nazi German invasion of the Soviet Union —when the 
Wehrmacht and the so-called Einsaugruppcn. acting under a barbarous array of 
orders known as the Kommissarhefchl, which expressed a radical and murderous 
“anti-Bolshevism” that explicitly identified Jews with the Communists even 
that cannot convincingly confirm the contention that the Holocaust was part of 
a universal civil war. The same holds true for Operation Barbarossa. In fact, I ar
gue that just the opposite seems to be the case.

It is striking that in June 1941, when Nazi Germany proclaimed an ideolog
ical crusade against Bolshevism by initiating total war against the Soviet Union, 
its former partner in the subjugation of Europe, the liberal and democratic pow
ers Great Britain and, later, the United States, immediately struck an alliance 
with the U.S.S.R., the seat of international Bolshevism these liberal democra
cies so despised. ·’0 However, the Great Alliance does not refute the axis of his
torical interpretation of the century, which is based on the concept of universal 
civil war between the protagonists of the principle of freedom on the one hand 
and the principle of equality on the other. The alliance of the former and future 
protagonists of universal civil war only confirms the fact that the historically 
extremely short but eminently dense period between 1941 and 1945 should be 
regarded as an interval of exception—an interval which, though brief, never
theless imprints the whole century and its proper icons of representation in 
contemporary memory. However, measured in terms of duration and the com
monly accepted proportions of historical time, the axis of interpretation based 
on the notion of a conflict of ideology, that is, a value conflict between Bolshe
vism and anti-Bolshevism, between liberalism and Communism, between East 
and West, is far more convincing than any other possible conceptualization of 
the saeculum. It is the case that the Great Alliance veiled the ideological antag
onism between the values of freedom and those of a claimed and literally inter
preted equality. Yet that antagonism resurfaced immediately after the cessation 
of hostilities, or, more accurately, already after the battle of Stalingrad in 1943, 
when German defeat became only a question of time. ’1

How can the universal struggle that took place between 1941 and 1945 be un
derstood a struggle so deeply etched into universal memory, which gave rise 
to a coalition of ideologically antagonistic forces against an absolute enemy, Nazi 
Germany? One possibility- -of limited explanatory value - is to have recourse 
to the traditional axis of interpretation, based on the notions of hegemony and 
balance of power -of geopolitics, if you like. According to such an interpreta
tion, Hitler invaded the Soviet Union as Russia, in order to eliminate the only 
possible suitable ally Britain may have hail on the Continent." Britain and Russia 
became natural partners again in June 1941, along the lines of the Napoleonic 
Wars and the alliance which was struck in 1907. The latter temporarily reversed
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tin- «.rnturv old British Russian antagonism, allowing the (wo to fight as partners 
m tlu Groat War side hy »id»· against Gorman power, wlii< h obviously intended 
to dominate the Continent.

This mode of interpretation leads to the common, more traditional reading 
of the events of World War II prevalent in the 1950s and 1960s. According to 
such an interpretation, World War II appears as an immediate extension of 
the previous struggles for hegemony on the Continent, in which the great naval 
powers of the West sought to prevent undisputed hegemony on the Continent 
and to restore the balance of power. Even the numerals One and Two denomi
nating the respective wars indicate such a mode of perception based on mere 
continuity. However, such an interpretation becomes obviously problematic in 
terms of the specificities of the German invasion of the Soviet Union and the war 
of extermination waged against the Soviet Union and the Slavic peoples. It grows 
substantively more problematic when one tries to integrate the Holocaust, an 
event beyond warfare, into such a reading of World War II. Nevertheless, since 
this interpretation was dominant in Western historiography in the first decades 
after 1945, the Holocaust, although a central event in the history of humankind 
in the twentieth century, was shunted aside and assigned a role of less than sec
ondary importance, if it was mentioned at all.·’1

There is a convincing possibility to integrate the Holocaust into the structure 
of World War II. However, such an integration evokes the realm of the phil
osophy of history more than the level of factual reconstruction. Such an inter
pretation might be argued as follows: The coalition of former and future adver
saries—former adversaries during the Russian civil war and future adversaries 
during the Cold War—the Great Alliance between Britain and the United 
States, on the one hand, and the Soviet Union, on the other, can be persuasively 
interpreted, despite their inherent antagonism, in terms of overarching ideolog
ical affinities. This interpretation moves beyond mere considerations of strategic 
complementarities, geopolitics, and other practical dimensions of warfare.

How is such an interpretation possible, given the ideological antagonism 
between freedom and equality, between Western liberalism and Soviet Commu
nism, stretching from 1917/18 up to 1989, although articulated in different po
litical densities? The answer points to an even more fundamental antagonism: 
faced with Nazism, which was based on racial warfare and whose realization was 
the Holocaust, the former antagonisms between Western democracy and Soviet 
Communism, both of which shared a universalistic social ideology, lessened in 
significance. While the strong ideological conflict between the Soviet Union and 
the Anglo-Saxon powers remained throughout the period, the fundamental ide
ological tension of World War II is that of the incompatibility of a universal
istic, societal understanding of human history with the biologistic, racialist Nazi 
Weltanschauung.
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Biology versus history is indeed the main opposition dividing the adversaries 
in World War IF. Such an understanding is a conclusion reached a posteriori— a 
judgment in retrospect and introduced from a philosophical-historical perspec
tive that attempts to integrate the Holocaust into a coherent narrative. Different 
and politically antagonistic as Western liberalism and Soviet Communism may 
have been, neither can ignore their common roots in the values of enlighten
ment, while Nazism was eager to deny those values. Both Western liberalism and 
Communism assume universal humankind, although both of them pursued dif
ferent ways of realizing it. They confronted each other in the arena of interna
tional civil war, where the principles of freedom and of literal social equality 
opposed each other. This confrontation, however, had to be set aside until Nazi 
Germany, the standard-bearer of social and political biologism, was ultimately 
crushed in the war.

This war, too, although differently, bears all the ingredients of a civil war— 
an all-out struggle where no compromise is possible, except the complete de
struction of the enemy. No wonder that in January 1943, Roosevelt and Churchill 
demanded in Casablanca unconditional surrender.14 Roosevelt justified the neces
sity of this demand by invoking the commander of the Northern forces during the 
American Civil War, U. S. Grant, who was nicknamed “unconditional surrender 
Grant.”” The implied claim, obviously, was that the war against Germany was a 
civil war in which anything short of total capitulation was impossible. The signi
fication of the struggle between Western liberal democracy in alliance with Rus
sia on one side and Nazism on the other as a universal civil war finds a parallel ex
pression in an entry in Ernst Jünger’s diary of November 10, 1942. In a note, the 
poet-officer interprets the disembarking of Anglo-American forces on the Euro
pean theater in North Africa as a transformation of the war from a traditional 
continental power struggle into an ultimate universal confrontation, which 
Jiinger terms Welthiirgerkrieg (world civil war).”

There is a definite distinction between Nazi and Western anti-Bolshevism. 
Western anti-Bolshevism rested on a purely political and social basis. It aimed at 
the destruction of a hostile system, not of its population. During the period of 
the Cold War, the peoples of the East were regarded by the West as silent allies 
in a common struggle against the repressive system of Communism. Indeed, 
the struggle purportedly was conducted for their liberation. The symbol of this 
universal and ideologically motivated struggle, actuated solely by antagonistic- 
values and waged from 1949 to 1989, was the “dissident." This was a person 
identified and self-identified with the antagonistic political system beyond the 
frequently imperceptible line of distinction in the international civil war. Such 
a person could therefore easily claim acceptance and asylum. By contrast, Nazi 
conquest and domination in the East from 1941 to 1944 was inherently and 
rxpressly antiuniversalislic . Its objec tive was the subordination and eventual
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«Irstnu tion of peoples considered, mi lit«· basis of quasi s<ii-ntilic biological 
t ntcna, unworthy to live. Whilt· it shares the sense ol absolute antagonism, the 
racial distinction involved is liy definition i onlradiclory to the concept ol civil 
war where one party tries to convince the supporters ol the other party to change 
sides, inasmuch as such a struggle knows the category ol treason.'7 The irrecon 
cilahilitv of Nazi ideology, where individually based decisions concerning col
lective belonging were made racially impossible on principle, ultimately caused 
the antagonists of the international civil war of values the liberal West and the 
Communist Fast -to strike a temporary alliance. This alliance was based on 
the common ground of a societal understanding of historical life-worlds, and on 
the principles of enlightenment. It was necessary to suspend hostilities in order 
to destroy the very antithesis to the concept of humankind.

The difference is obvious: Nazi anti-Bolshevism is not a possible variant of 
the political brand of anti-Communism exercised by liberal democracy, just the 
opposite is the case. While the latter is based solely on class, the former com
bines and conflates class with race. Its origins can be traced back into a unique 
space and exceptional time in history, involving ethnic Germans and Germans 
from the Reich in the confrontations of the Russian civil war and its repercus
sions on the periphery of the former Empire. The area under focus here, the 
Baltics, witnessed the emergence of an ideological hybrid that first arose dur
ing the struggle from 1918 to 1920.78 This ideological hybrid was the forerunner 
of Nazi anti-Bolshevism, combining characteristics of race and class.

What happened in this borderland during the Russian civil war? The Baltic- 
German nobility, reinforced by Freikorps dispatched from the Reich with the in
tention of settling abandoned estates in Livland and Kurland, fought in a trian
gular conflict, with Bolsheviks, Latvians, and Estonians. In the end, they were 
locked in a fierce and cruel struggle in which class and race eventually over
lapped, and then melded together. Already during this brutal and uncompro
mising warfare with its mass killings and liquidations, all the ingredients of future 
Nazism were brought to the surface—its symbols, like the death’s head and the 
swastika; its core staff, who later largely comprised most of the leading per
sonnel of the SA; and the unbridled violence executed by the killing squads of 
the so-called Baltikumer.1'* The conclusion seems in no way exaggerated that the 
counterrevolutionary struggle in the Baltic countries against an enemy who was 
considered culturally, socially, and racially inferior, brought about the emer
gence of that specific brand of Nazi anti-Bolshevism in which the distinction of 
race finally overrode that of class. Twenty years later, during the invasion of the 
Soviet Union in 1941, where an ideological race war of annihilation was un
leashed in all its ferocity, that unique mixture forced its way through on a secu
lar and vast scale. The object of destruction was Bohchewismus (Bolshevism)—
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that unique combination concocted in the eyes of the Nazis of a so-called Jewish 
intelligentsia and a supposedly Slavic Untcrmcnschcntum.

The destruction of European Jewry was closely related to Nazi anti- 
Bolshevism and its racialist vision. Indeed, the systematic killings of Jews started 
in the East in conjunction with Operation Barharossa. This implies a somewhat 
paradoxical evolution: though the anti-Jewish measures were first instituted in 
Nazi Germany, the murderous radicalization of those measures drew its impetus 
from the eastward expansion. The Anschluss of Austria, the first grab beyond the 
borders of the Reich, brought with it the first radicalization of Nazi policy to
wards the Jews, shifting it from enforced emigration to expulsion. " In Poland, a 
country conquered by military force, a new stage in radicalization was reached. 
Ghettoization in Poland replaced the policy of expulsion, previously introduced 
in Vienna.Yet only ideological race war in the east, directed against the Soviet 
Union, where the so-called Bolshevist enemy combined all ingredients of enmity 
based on a unique aggregation of race and class, provoked that qualitative trans
formation involving intentional mass murder of Jew’s. From the eastern killing 
fields in 1941, the disposition for genocide moved westward, paradoxically re
versing the direction of German expansion, from east to west. The story is well 
known: first Aktion Reinhard and its human slaughterhouses, which destroyed 
Polish Jewry; then Auschwitz, which annihilated Jews from western, central, 
and southern Europe on an industrial scale, accomplishing the “Final Solution."

What does the topography of death sketched above tell us about the modes 
and means ol integrating the Holocaust into the saeculum’s narrative? How can 
die different stages of the Jewish Holocaust be interpreted by linking them up 
with fines of general and even universal continuities, culminating in collective 
mass killings and collective death? In each phase of Nazi policy towards die Jews, 
a different element of a more general phenomenon surfaced. The policy of dis
crimination, dispossession, and removal inside Nazi Germany is to be under
stood without any reservation as strictly anti-Semitic in its motivation. Nor can 
any kind of discriminatory policy concerning the Jews in Europe between the 
two world wars be interpreted as strictly ideologically motivated, as happened 
in Nazi Germany. Polish anti-Jewish measures, for instance, mostly undertaken 
against the Jewish population in the second half of the 1930s, were particularly 
driven by reasons of Polonization, that is, ethnic homogenization of die coun
try." And while the Polish government wanted, for a number of social, eco
nomic, and demographic “reasons,” to get rid of purr of its three million Jews, 
about 10 percent of the population, the Nazi policy of discrimination and forced 
emigration was aimed at all Jews of the Reich. It was based on an objective that 
can lie explained only according an ideological fixation a Weltanschauung, so 
to speak. One cannot find any social and economic rationale for why the expul-



/),u. /).n.-f

sum nl German Jewry less than I (»m i nt of'the population could have «-aseil
am soi iiiI oi demographic problems in Germany.14

Indeed, the story ol anti-Jewish measures enforced |>y tin· Nazis in Gerrnanv 
anil Austria ran be tolil along the c ommon lines of the history of anti -Semitism. 
Concerning the policy of ghettoizution in Poland in 1919/40, the picture be
comes more complicated and blurred. True, one can interpret the policy of ex 
pulsion undertaken in the annexed Polish territories of the so-called Warthe 
land, directed against Poles and Jews, in terms of “ethnic cleansing,” a practice 
which often may accompany a process of national homogenization.11 This all the 
more so, as the “cleansed” areas were settled by ethnic Germans from the Soviet 
occupied Baltic countries. This expulsion, by the way, brought the Lodz Ghetto 
into being. Such a vast concentration of Jews in a city situated on German- 
annexed soil was not the direct outcome of an intended policy, but the result of 
the rivalry of the Gauleuer of the Wartheland Arthur Greiser, and the ruler of the 
Generalgouverncment, Hans Frank, who refused to accept additional Jews into 
his satrapy.

The expulsion of the Jews from the annexed Polish territories, which under
went Germanization, that is, ethnic homogenization, can be compared to simi
lar events in the European periphery earlier —the Russian policy of devastation 
and expulsion directed against Turkic peoples like the Kazakhs in central Asia, 
for instance, in the period of the Great War; or of the Jews living in frontal bor
der regions, where fighting took place; or the Armenian genocide committed by 
the Turkish government in 1915/16; or even the expulsion of the Greek Ortho
dox population from Asia Minor by the Turks in 1922."· Such cases of ethnic 
cleansing aimed at ethnic homogenization for reasons of warfare or of “nation 
building,” although with different consequences. The policies ranged from mere 
expulsion up to total destruction and can with some effort be compared to the 
Nazi policy towards the Jews in Poland from 1939 to 1941: physical concentra
tion with the intention of removal. The destination of such an intended removal, 
however, w'as left open. Only a very general orientation existed: Europe had to 
be cleansed of Jews. True, after the fall of France in 1940 the idea of evacuating 
the Jew's from Poland to Madagascar was ventilated.17 This “plan” of Jewish re
settlement w'as from the very beginning an illusion. It could not be realized by 
any means, and certainly not in the middle of fighting, while Britain dominated 
the high seas. However, such fictitious planning exposes the illusory character of 
all the designs to remove the Jews from areas under Nazi control. Such vague “so
lutions,” like the further declared intention to remove the Jews to “the east,” re
veal the hidden intention to annihilate the uprooted and ghettoized. This became 
evident when the first steps to mass killings were initiated in the east, in Russia, 
within the framework of total war based on racial anti-Bolshevism.
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From the victims’ point of view, there is little substantial difference between 
the mass killings in the cast, executed within the framework of Barbarossa, and 
the industrial form of annihilation, carried on in the slaughterhouses of Aktion 
Reinhard, and fully realized in the ultimate death factory, Auschwitz. How ever, 
systematically and historically, a fundamental distinction has to be made in order 
to integrate the horrors into some sort of coherent narration, based on historical 
continuities as well as on contingencies relating to experiences of past events. 
The form of death carried out in the death camps was from its very beginning not 
directly related to the Jews as Jews. Executions on an industrial scale are rather 
to be traced back to the Nazi practice of euthanasia, based on the doctrines of eu
genics, ,s and eugenics as such is not “scientifically” applicable to Jews as Jews. 
Compared to the primary victims of euthanasia, of medical murder, who were 
characterized in Nazi discourse as “life unworthy to live”—the Jews, who origi
nally and in principle w-ere not targeted for medical reasons, became in fact sec
ondary victims of euthanasia, when for technical purposes the specialists of med
ical killing in the Reich were dispatched in the autumn of 1941 to the area of 
Generalgouvernement in order to establish killing centers. These would be for 
exterminating the Jews on Polish soil, although the Jew-ish victims did not fit into 
the patterns of Nazi understandings of social and racial hygiene. After all, the 
Nazi definition of the Jew was still related to religious definitions- -not to a bio
logical understanding according to supposedly objective racial criteria. And this 
despite the discrediting image of the Jew disseminated in Nazi propaganda.

According to the argument elaborated above, the effort undertaken to tell the 
story of the Holocaust properly, that is, to integrate the event into a more uni
versalizing narrative of general history, meets with considerable difficulties. 
First, the prevailing mode of treating the Holocaust as part of the story of Euro
pean or simply German anti-Semitism has to be considered. Such a narrative has 
the undisputed advantage of constructing a chronological pattern of representa
tion, beginning with the remote past and reaching its murderous peak with 
Auschwitz. Compared to other readings, such an interpretation obviously relics 
on phenomena of longue durce. Extension in time constitutes the convincing em
blem of what is generally understood as History. However, the narrative based on 
the story of anti-Semitism tells us why Jews in particular were singled out for col
lective persecution, while all other historical elements, which lead to the Holo
caust in the sense of its execution, shows us how different practices brought about 
the destruction of human hemgs.

Such a distinction in questioning the why and the how is of primary im
portance. The difference in questioning is anchored in a difference of epistemo
logical meaning. Whereas the explanation based on the impact of anti-Semitism 
draws heavily on theological and historical preconditions for singling out only
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and .ill ilu* Jews, iht* practices that brought about annihilation ought to he dun 
dated on more general premises, on anthropological ones, so to speak. The prat 
tiies of ethnic: cleansing, for instance, which generally at company the modes ol 
national homogenization, may explain to some degree the concentration of Jews 
in ghettos as a precondition for further expulsion. Anti [Bolshevism on the other 
hand shows us how the practice of indiscriminate racial and genocidal warfare 
brought mass killings onto the Jewish population of the Soviet Union, while the 
institutionalization of large-scale medical killings, euthanasia, was applied to the 
Jews for reasons of “mere” efficiency. What makes the Holocaust so exceptional 
is the fact that in a very dense period of time, three or even four different histor
ical currents -anti-Semitism, ethnic cleansing, racial warfare, and the practices 
of euthanasia, were fused and thus cumulated into an exceptional human catas
trophe.

This negative culmination of different barbarous trends seems to be the very 
reason the story of the Holocaust is commonly told in different versions and 
evokes different periodizations. The customary periodization from 1933 to 1945, 
embracing the Nazi period as a whole, leads to an interpretation of the anti- 
Jewish measures and the Holocaust as its peak, as a sort of negative fulfillment 
of the course of German history, indicated by the rise and the acceleration of 
anti-Semitism as its universal hallmark. The periodization from 1941 to 1945 
generally places the mass-murder in the realm of anti-Bolshevism and draws it 
close to the notion of international civil war—of Weltbiirgerkheg. The culminat
ing point of the Holocaust, from 1942 to 1944, the ultimate fabrication of death, 
may lead toward a different direction as one searches for continuities in the prac
tice of euthanasia and its prehistory in the field of eugenics. This latter course of 
interpretation takes as its proper mode of explanation and examination configu
rations of the history of science, evaluating the Holocaust as only one, albeit the 
most extreme, of the cataclysms of modernity.

The integration of the Holocaust into the course of history, the construction 
of an appropriate historical narration for an event unprecedented in its brevity 
and extremity, somehow' disconnected from past and future, still remains an in
surmountable task. It seems that the only serious attempt to deal with it histori- 
ographically is to accept its fundamental irreconcilability with the saeculum’s 
core narratives.
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THE HOLOCAUST AND 

THE TRAJECTORY OF THE 

TWENTIETH CENTURY

Moishe Postone

Historians who deal with the Holocaust, as Michael Marrus has noted, are con
fronted by two separable tasks. One is to tell the story, to commemorate—as an 
obligation to the dead and as a warning to future generations. The other is “to in
tegrate the history of the Holocaust into the general stream of historical con
sciousness.”' I intend to approach the latter task—that is, the task of considering 
the Holocaust from the perspective of the early twenty-first century—by in
quiring into the possible relation of the Holocaust and its aftermath to overarch
ing temporal patterns of the twentieth century.

In this essay I shall explore the possibility of considering together what gen
erally have been two very different discursive universes. On the one hand, the

Holocaust is viewed as an event of deep historical significance....a rupture in the
fabric of civilization and of history,’ a crucial event in the history of this century.1 
For some, it is outside the realm of human logic and, hence, the historians com
prehension of motives and interests;4 indeed, its significance even transcends his
tory itself. ’ On the other hand, recent major works that try to grasp the overar
ching historical structuring of the twentieth century - such as Fric llobsbawm's 
Afje o/ Extrentes" or Giovanni Arrighi's Long Twentieth Century · tend to marginal 
ize the Holocaust." They either do not refer to it at all, or do not consider it with 
reference to the temporal structuring they present.'*
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Marginalization of tin* Holocaust in general historical discourse was very evi 
deni in the lale 1940s and |9S0s.,u Such marginalization, it could be argued, bad 
multiple grounds for example, strategies of denial or avoidance,11 or struc
tures of psvchic repression,1' or the abstract univcrsalistic position, which was 

particularly strong in left wing and Communist discourse, that a focus on the sul 
leringand murder of the Jews would be particularistic."

Nevertheless, the difficulty of integrating I lolocaust discourse and general 
historical discourse cannot he explained solely with reference to strategies of 
avoidance or abstract univcrsalistic positions." It is ultimately a theoretical prob
lem, and is related to the question of whether the Holocaust can and should be 
historicized.1'’ This, in turn, raises the issue of how historicization is to be un
derstood. The fundamental question in this regard, in my view, is whether the 
Holocaust can also be grasped with reference to fundamental historical processes 
that have structured and restructured social life in the twentieth century, or 
whether the Holocaust — as terrible as it was —must be regarded as an event that 
has great meaning for the victims (and, perhaps, the perpetrators) and is of gen
eral moral importance, but has little significance on the level of deep historical 
structure.

In this essay I shall argue, on the basis of earlier work, that the Holocaust can 
and must also be analyzed with reference to historical processes on a deep struc
tural level—that it can be illuminated by this level of consideration and, in 
turn, can illuminate aspects of the overarching temporal structuring of our 
century.

Attempting to mediate the Holocaust and fundamental historical processes 
of the twentieth century necessarily entails attempting to clarify both the speci
ficity of the Holocaust as well as the salient features of those historical pro
cesses. It thereby involves problematizing the relation of history and its victims 
in one determinate instance. This problematic, in other words, indicates that 
the two historical tasks outlined by Marrus are related. And it raises the ques
tion of whether and in what ways it is still possible to think a future without be
traying the past.

II

A number of recent works have sought to grasp the overarching temporal struc
ture of the twentieth century. For purposes of this paper, I shall have recourse to 
Eric Hobsbawm’s Age of Extremes.'7 In attempting to conceptualize the short 
twentieth century, Hobsbawm discerns three basic periods. The first, from 1914 
until the aftermath of World War II, was an “Age of Catastrophe,” marked by two 
world wars, the Great Depression, the crisis of democracy, and the rise of Stal-
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inism, Nazism, and fascism. This was followed by an unexpected “Golden Age” 
from about 1947 until the early 1970s, an age of rapid economic growth, expan
sion of welfare states, relative political stability, and a functioning international 
system. This “Golden Age" was superseded in the early 1970s by a new period 
marked by the reemergence of economic crises, mass unemployment, increas
ing social differentiation, the collapse of the international system, and catastro
phic downturns in parts of the world.

Hobsbawm’s periodization expresses a series of fundamental changes in the 
relation of state and (capitalist) economy. The first period can be characterized 
in terms of a number of different attempts to react to the world crisis of nine
teenth-century liberal capitalism, whereas the second period was marked by a 
successful state-centric synthesis, in both East and West, which benefited large 
segments of metropolitan populations. The last third of the century has been 
characterized by the unraveling of this synthesis-—the weakening of national 
states as economically sovereign entities, the undermining of welfare states in the 
West, the collapse of bureaucratic party states in the East, and the apparently tri
umphant reemergence of unchecked market capitalism.

The temporal patternings discerned by Hobsbawm are general and overarch
ing, encompassing many countries and regions. They imply large-scale historical 
processes that cannot be adequately explained in terms of particular state poli
cies or local contingencies.1" Moreover, notions of historical linearity that were 
still thinkable in the decades following World War II, such as those associated 
with the discourses of modernity and modernization, have been undermined by 
the social and economic transformations of recent decades outlined by Hobs
bawm. These transformations also have underscored the central significance of 
capitalism as a structuring historical category of our times - a theme to which I 
shall return.

Ill

The question, then, is whether the Holocaust and its aftermath can be histori
cally grasped in ways that can be mediated with the sort of general historical 
level considered by Hobsbawm. This first requires clarifying the characterizing 
features of the Holocaust. This issue frequently has been framed in the language 
of uniqueness, which unfortunately has been understood, at times, in terms of 
a competition for primacy of victimhood. Nevertheless, such understandings 
should not obscure the basic issue, which is neither a theological nor a quanti
tative one, whether in terms of the number of people murdered or the degree 
of their suffering. (There have been too many historical instances of mass mur
der and genocide.) Rather, the issue is one ol qualitative spenfiaty Important
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aspects ol llu· attempted extermination ol European Jewry by the Nazis remain 
inexplicable so long as llu· Holocaust is simply subsumed under the general 
category ol mass murder as the result of a murderous scapegoat strategy, lor 
example, whose victims could very well have been members of any other group.

The Holocaust was characterized by its programmatic and totalizing charac
ter: the eradication of the Jews was to be total; all Jews including children 
were to be killed. Moreover, the extermination of the Jews was marked by its ap 
parent lack of functionality. It seems not to have been a means to another end. 
The Jews were not murdered for military /security reasons, for example, nor as 
a consequence of demographic-economic planning. Nor was Nazi policy toward 
the Jews similar to their policy of mass murder of Poles and Russians, which 
aimed to eliminate those members of the population around whom resistance 
might form in order to exploit the rest more easily as helots. Indeed, the Jews 
were not murdered for any “extrinsic” goal. Their extermination not only was 
to have been total, but apparently was its own goal—extermination for the sake 
of extermination—a goal that acquired absolute priority. Functionalist explan
ations of the Holocaust, accounts that seek to grasp it in terms of instrumental 
rationality', and conventional scapegoat theories cannot begin to explain why, in 
the last years of war, as the German forces were being routed by the Red Army, 
equipment and personnel were diverted from possible military purposes in or
der to transport Jews to the gas chambers from places as far away as the island of 
Rhodes.’0

Any adequate interpretation of the Holocaust must be capable of grasping this 
qualitative specificity of the extermination of European Jewry.M This specificity 
must also be understood with reference to Nazism as a movement—which, in 
terms of its own self-understanding, represented a revolt. Moreover, it must be 
grasped by means of categories that can mediate the Holocaust and general his
torical developments, as expressed, for example, by the sort of historical peri
odization outlined above.

This sort of historical periodization, together with the specifying description 
of the Holocaust, suggests the need for an analytic reconsideration. Periodizing 
the twentieth century reminds us that history did not end with the Holocaust. 
This is the case not simply in the trivial sense that a half century has elapsed since 
the Holocaust, but also in the sense that the general structuring and texture of 
social life have changed several times since then, as well as in the intellectually 
and emotionally provocative sense that even projects of human emancipation did 
not end with Auschwitz. Hence the issue of historicizing the Holocaust neces
sarily appears differently from the perspective of the end of the twentieth cen
tury than it did in the immediate postwar decades.
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IV

A wide range of explanatory approaches to the Holocaust appear in a critical light 
when viewed with reference to the specificity of the Holocaust as well as the 
problematic of mediating it and the sort of general historical framework sketched 
out above. From this standpoint, a number of approaches appear too historically 
particularistic—including those that focus only on the specificity of German his
tory, culture, and thought,^ or those that look only at the history of the Jews and 
grasp anti-Semitism transhistorically.·’1

Relatedly, the debates between so-called functionalist and intentionalist in
terpretations of the Holocaust shed very little light on cither dimension of the 
problematic 1 have formulated. The intentionalists argue that the Holocaust was 
planned from the beginning; they posit a direct relation between Nazi ideology, 
planning, and policies, and accord Hitlers worldviews essential significance.M 
Focusing on anti-Semitic writings, intentionalists claim a linear continuity be
tween Hitler’s writings of the 1920s and the attempted extermination of Euro
pean Jewry twenty years later. Functionalist arguments reject the intentionalist 
emphasis on will and premeditation, and dow-nplay the significance of ideology. 
They claim that the course of Nazi anti-Jewish policies beginning in 1933 was er
ratic, rather than linear, and indicates the absence of any premeditated, preestab
lished plan. Rather, the Holocaust emerged contingently as a goal; it resulted 
from a series of bureaucratic initiatives and responses to various problems gen
erated by the war and by the bureaucracies of a basically chaotic system. ’4 

Whatever the strengths and weaknesses of these positions, neither is fully ad
equate to the level of consideration I am attempting to introduce. And this can
not be resolved simply by bridging the differences between them. On the one 
hand, functionalist positions, while attempting to do justice to the twisted road 
of Nazi anti-Semitic policies after 1933, and to the complexity of decision
making processes on the ground, take for granted what has to be explained 
that a program of complete extermination could even become thinkable. Inten
tionalist positions seek to address this issue—but end up reducing issues of 
ideology to those of intention and motivation. This is the case both of those who 
explain the Holocaust by focusing on Hitler's anti-Semitism, as well as those w’ho 
posit a quasi-ontological, specifically German culture of anti-Semitism.’*

Not only does this debate recapitulate a classic modern antinomy of will 
versus impersonal, objective mechanisms, but neither position helps clarify any 

possible relation between the Holocaust and larger historical developments. 
Instead, both treat the Holocaust in contingent terms - the one focusing on the 
contingencies of decision-making processes in the Nazi state under conditions 
of war, the other on the contingent worldview of a dictator, or on the unique
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culture «»f one country. Such positions, as /yginunt Bauman lias, nolfil, treat the 
I lolocaust as i«»mloitalily uncharacteristic and sociologically in« <mscc|uential "

There have, ol««»urse, also been many attempts l«» interpret Nazism in larger 
historical terms lor example, the wide variety of theories of fascism, as w«-ll 
as theories of totalitarianism. Nevertheless, as others, such as Saul l;rie«llander, 
have als«> pointed out, categories such as “fascism” or “totalitarianism” may In· 
useful for some purposes; they do not, however, adequately help account lor the 
planned extermination of European Jewry, which remains outside of their ana
lytic purview/“ The same may he said ultimately of theories such as those of 
Raul Hilberg and Hannah Arendt (in Eichmann in Jerusalem) that emphasize the 
structures of bureaucratic authority, as well as the division of labor and, hence, 
responsibility, that characterized the Nazi program of extermination/ Such ap
proaches help illuminate how that program was and could have been executed, 
but do not explain the program itself.

If the debates between intentionalist and functionalist positions obscure the 
relation between the Holocaust and larger historical developments, most at
tempts to interpret Nazism and the Holocaust with reference to such develop
ments basically subsume the Holocaust under those developments, thereby ob
scuring its specificity. This includes Amo Mayer’s interpretation, which seeks to 
explain the Holocaust with reference to the Nazis’ virulent anti-Bolshevism, it
self only the most extreme manifestation of the hot and cold civil war that 
gripped Europe from 1917 to 1989.,0 Although Mayer’s approach does succeed 
in breaking out of the narrow confines of a great deal of Holocaust discourse, it 
also blurs the specificity of the Holocaust. It cannot really explain the attempted 
extermination of all Jews everywhere (from Norway to Rhodes).

Hannah Arendt, in The Origins of Totalitarianism, and Max Horkheimer and 
Theodor Adorno, in Dialectic of Enlightenment, did understand that the Holocaust 
must be understood with reference to modem anti-Semitism, and sought to deal 
with that ideology as a symptom of large-scale historical transformations of Eu
ropean society. Although they understood those transformations in fundamen
tally different ways, their works share a common theme—that anti-Semitism 
grew' as the Jews, in their old social roles, became historically superfluous.11 Nev
ertheless, w'hile the category of historical superfluousness may be able to explain 
widespread resentment and even mass murder, it does not provide a basis for un
derstanding the fundamental characterizing feature of the Holocaust—that it 
w'as a planned program for the total extermination of a people.

Yet, whatever the problems with their specific approaches, Arendt and 
Adorno and Horkheimer correctly understood that anti-Semitism is the only 
category that directly addresses the issue of extermination and does so histori
cally. Functionalist interpretations simply avoid addressing the issue. And most



other explanatory approaches that do attempt to address the issue do not succeed 
in rendering plausible a program of complete eradication. This is clearly the case 
with approaches that focus on the instrumental rationality and bureaucratic- 
technocratic domination characteristic of modernity,0 on the exclusions 
inherent in Enlightenment universalism, or on the fanaticism of virulent anti- 
Bolshevism. It is even the case with positions that emphasize the racist and bio- 
logistic thinking that swept Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. " Although such thinking obviously was a very important dimension 
of anti-Semitism, it alone also cannot account for the possibility of a program of 
total extermination.M For that, one must focus on modem anti-Semitism’s cen
tral element—the idea of the Jews as a world historical threat to life.

Turning once again to the category of anti-Semitism does not entail necessar
ily returning to a position that regards the Holocaust only in terms of the speci
ficity of German history. Moreover, it neither necessarily implies a linear, pre
meditated development of Nazi anti-Jewish policy, nor does it suggest that 
anti-Semitism alone directly explains the actions, motivations, and intentions of 
the actors, without further mediation. Nevertheless, focusing on anti-Semitism 
as an ideology is essentia) for any attempt to historically grasp the Nazi program 
of total extermination. Such an attempt also requires that anti-Semitism be un
derstood with reference to larger historical developments.

Focusing on anti-Semitism in this way also forces us to rethink the meaning of 
ideology. As Dominick LaCapra also has suggested, we must distinguish ideol
ogy—as a general framework of meaning—from individual motivation and 
intentionality." Conflating the two underlies the (unconvincing) contention that 
anti-Semitism, lodged deep within the psyches of German perpetrators, was di
rectly responsible for their actions. Such a conflation, however, also underlies the 
contrary argument—namely, the claim that anti-Semitism was not of central im
portance because Nazi anti-Jewish policies were not implemented in a linear 
fashion, and many individual Germans appear not to have been motivated by a 
particularly powerful hatred of the Jews. By failing to distinguish ideology —as a 
general cultural framework, a horizon of meaning—from individual affect and 
motivation, this latter position is incapable of addressing the problematic of the 
attempted extermination of the Jews as opposed to the question of how it was 
effected.

In reconsidering modern anti-Semitism, I am reflecting upon an ideologi
cal form that became widespread in Europe after 1873 (the pogroms in Russia 
should be seen as part of this development, rather than as quasi-medieval out
bursts), and reached its apex in Nazi Germany during what Hobsbawm charac 
terized as the Age of Catastrophe. I shall not discuss why this ideology was much 
more powerful in some European countries than in others (although there is a
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relation between the degree to which capitalist modernity was mediated by the 
.stair, and the growth of modern anti Seinilism in the last third ol the nineteenth 
century), or why it became hegemonic in Germany. Sue h an investigation wouhl 
require levels of mediation 1 cannot undertake here.

Rather, I shall sketch an analysis of anti Seinilism as a general ideology ami try 
to relate it to the general temporal structuring ol· the modern world I outlined 
earlier. Within the I’ramework of this approach, the issue ol a possible German 
SonJcnvey is relevant lor the question of levels of mediation; not, however, for the 
nature and constitution of the ideology itself. That is, my intention is not to ex
plain why Nazism and modern anti-Semitism became hegemonic in Germany. 
Rather, I shall attempt to determine more closely whai it was that became hege 
monic by suggesting an analysis of modern anti-Semitism that indicates its in 
trinsic connection to National Socialism in terms that can mediate between an 
analysis of the Holocaust and large-scale historical processes in the twentieth 
century.

In order to approach the problematic of anti-Semitism and its relation to large- 
scale historical developments, I would like to draw attention to an antinomy in 
general interpretations of National Socialism and the Holocaust. On the one 
hand, many approaches, particularly those undertaken in the 1960s, have inter
preted National Socialism as a revolt against modernity."· On the other hand, 
more recent approaches have interpreted the Holocaust as rooted in the Enlight
enment’s universalistic and rationalist notion of humanity17 or as an inherent pos
sibility of modernity.,s

As I shall further elaborate in the second part of this essay, this antinomy sheds 
light on the self-understandings of the two postwar epochs. During the “Golden 
Age” of the 1950s and 1960s, the hegemony of a determinate form of modernity 
was also expressed by interpretations of Nazism as antimodern. Subsequently, 
during the intellectual reaction against the “master narratives" of modernity, 
Nazism increasingly became seen as quintessentially modern. In each case, 
Nazism was seen as the one-sided opposite of dominant discourse, as its Other. 
This, in turn, implicitly indicates the one-sidedness of each of the dominant dis
cursive modes—whether modernist or postmodernist. I shall return to these 
themes below.

At this point I only wish to note that the interpretative antinomy of grasping 
Nazism as antimodern or as essentially modern is instructive: it underlines the 
inadequacy of the concept of modernity as a rigorous analytic concept with 
which National Socialism can be grasped—for Nazism both rejected some cle
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ments of modernity and emphatically affirmed others (such as modern technology 
and industrial capital). An approach is required, then, that can make sense of the 
pattern of those aspects of modernity rejected by the Nazis and those aspects 
accepted, and that can relate that pattern to modern exterminatory anti- 
Semitism.,<> By calling into question characterizations of Nazism either as anli- 
modern or as modern, such an approach also calls into question more generally 
the theoretical adequacy of categories such as “modern," “postmodern," and 
“antimodern."

The sort of anti-Semitism that found its most extreme expression in the Holo
caust should not be confused with everyday anti-Jewish prejudice. It is an ideol
ogy that became widespread in Europe in the late nineteenth century; its emer
gence presupposed earlier forms of anti-Semitism that had for centuries been an 
integral part of Christian Western civilization. What is common to all forms of 
anti-Semitism is the degree of power attributed to Jews. Yet it is not only the de
gree but also the quality of the power attributed to the Jews that distinguishes 
anti-Semitism. What characterizes the power imputed to Jews in modem anti- 
Semitism is that it is mysteriously intangible, abstract, and universal. It is a form 
of power that doesn’t manifest itself directly, but seeks a concrete carrier— 
whether political, social, or cultural—through which it can work. Because the 
power of the Jews, as conceived by the modem anti-Semitic imaginary, is not 
limited concretely, is not “rooted,” it is considered enormous and extremely dif
ficult to check. This power stands behind phenomena, but is not identical with 
them. It is hidden—conspiratorial.

Within the modern anti-Semitic worldview, the Jews constitute an im
mensely powerful, shadowy, international conspiracy, responsible for those 
“apparent” opposites, plutocratic capitalism and socialism, as well as for the rise 
of vulgar market culture and the decline of traditional values and institutions. 
The Jews were held responsible for economic crises and identified with the 
range of social restructuring and dislocation resulting from rapid capitalist in
dustrialization, such as explosive urbanization, the decline of traditional social 
classes and strata, and the emergence of new strata of bankers, capitalists, and 
professionals along with a large, increasingly organized industrial proletariat. 
Modern anti-Semitism, then, claimed to explain rapid, fundamental processes 
of change that had become threatening for many people. Within this racialized 
imaginary, the Jews are not so much an inferior race as an anttracc, responsible for 
historical processes that are profoundly dangerous and destructive to the social 
“health” of other peoples- a threat to life itself.'"

This ideology has been interpreted as fundamentally antimodern. And it is 
< ertainly the case that both plutocracy and working-class movements were con- 
lomifants of capitalist modernity, of the massive social restructuring it entailed.
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I he problem with such iiilorprclatiuns, however, is that “llu* modern” would 
i erl.iinlv un hide industrial capital. Yet, as is well known, industrial capital was 
nni an object »>1 anti Semitic attacks, even in a period of rapid industrialization 
Moreover, the attitudes ol National Socialism toward many other dimensions of 
modernity, such as modern technology, were aflirmative rather than critical

I have argued elsewhere" that an approach based on the Marxian concept ol 
fetishism can provide a more rigorous analysis of central features of anti 
Semitism and, more generally, of the relation of “modern” and “antimodern” 
elements of Nazi ideology.4 ’ Unlike interpretations based on the notion of the 
“modern,” this approach can provide the basis for an analysis of certain system
atic forms of misrecognition (i.e., ideologies), for it can distinguish systemati
cally between what is and what appears to he, between the historically specific 
social relations of capitalism and the way they appear. Within this framework, 
categories such as commodity, money, and capital are not merely economic cat
egories, hut express forms of structuring and structured practices historically 
specific to capitalism. As expressions of forms of practice, the categories repre
sent an attempt to overcome the classical theoretical dichotomy of subject and 
object; they purport to grasp simultaneously forms of social relations and forms 
of thought.4' The concept of fetishism refers to forms of thought that remain 
bound to the forms of appearance of capitalist social relations, thereby hyposta- 
tizing or naturalizing those social relations.44

By analyzing modern anti-Semitism with reference to the categories of capi
talism, such an approach not only could address the theoretical antinomy out
lined above regarding National Socialism and the Holocaust, but also could 
begin to relate exterminatory anti-Semitism to the temporal structuring of the 
modern world outlined above.

What distinguishes the basic social relations of capitalism (commodity, capi
tal) as historically unique, according to this approach, is that they are mediated 
by labor and its products. Labor in capitalism is not only a socially productive 
activity (“concrete labor”), but also constitutes a historically unique, quasi
objective form of social mediation (“abstract labor”) that displaces and trans
forms the overt social relations that characterize other forms of social life. 
Hence, the commodity—the most fundamental social form of capitalism—is 
not merely an object in which concrete labor has been objectified; it is also a form 
of objectified social relations. As object, the commodity both expresses and veils 
social relations that have no other, “independent," mode of expression.

Within this analytic framework, the fundamental relations of capitalism are 
dualistic: they are characterized by the opposition of an abstract, general, ho
mogeneous dimension (“value”)—including a system of abstract domination and 
compulsion which, although social, is impersonal and “objective”—and a con
crete, particular, material dimension (“use-value”). Moreover, because they are



mediated “objectively," both dimensions appear to be natural rather than social 
The abstract dimension appears in the form of abstract, universal, “objective," 
natural laws; the concrete dimension appears as pure “thingly” nature. That is, 
the social relations specific to capitalism do not appear to be social and historical 
at all.

Against this theoretical background, it is striking that the specific characteris
tics of the power attributed to the Jews by modem anti-Semitism—abstractness, 
intangibility, universality, mobility - -are all characteristics of the value dimen
sion of the social forms fundamentally characterizing capitalism. Moreover, this 
dimension, like the supposed power of the Jews, does not appear as such, but al
ways in the form of a material carrier, the commodity.

1 shall begin addressing this striking similarity by briefly indicating how, 
within the framework of an analysis of the commodity, capitalism can appear in 
the form of its abstract dimension alone. This helps explain why modern anti- 
Semitism, which railed against so many aspects of the “modern” world, was so 
conspicuously silent, or was positive, with regard to industrial capital and mod
em technology’.

The dualism of value and use-value characteristic of the commodity form of 
social relations is expressed by a material extemalization: the “double character” 
of the commodity form appears “doubled” in the form of money (the man
ifest form of value) and of the commodity (the manifest form of use-value). Al
though the commodity' as a social form embodies both value and use-value, the 
effect of this extemalization is that the commodity appears only as its use-value 
dimension, as purely material. Money, on the other hand, appears as the sole 
repository of value, as the source and locus of the purely abstract, rather than as 
the externalized manifest form of the value dimension of the commodity form 
itself. Consequently, social relations historically specific to capitalism can 
appear, on this level of the analysis, as their abstract dimension alone (e.g., 
money), rather than as the dualistic structure of abstract and concrete. Their 
concrete dimension, in turn (e.g., the commodity as object), can appear to be 
simply “natural.” Forms of anticapitalist thought that remain bound within the 
immediacy of these forms of appearance tend to perceive capitalist modernity 
only in terms of the manifestations of its abstract dimension, while positively 
embracing its c oncrete dimension as the “natural” or ontologicallv human, which 
presumably stands outside the specificity of capitalist society. So, for ex 
ample, money is considered the “root of all evil" or, relatedly, a “radical" thinker 
like Proudhon opposes money to the purportedly socially “natural" dimension 
of labor ami its products, criticizing the former if it does not immediately ex 
press labor, that is, the concrete dimension.4'

As industrial capitalism becomes highly developed, the naturalization imma 
nent to the commodity Irtish acquires new dimensions. The capital lorm, like
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the * nimnodilv, is rlur.utrrizvd |*y lit«· antinomic relation of concrete and all 
st i at I, liolli of w hich appear In lit· natural. Tin* quality of tin· “natural," however, 
changes as capitalism becomes increasingly developed. Capital is sell valorizing 
value; it is characterized by a continuous, ceaseless process of die self expansion 
ol value. C'apital lias no tixed, filial form, but can appear in the form of money 
and in the lorm of commodities. With industrialization, this process of self 
valorization underlies rapid, increasingly large-scale cycles of production and 
consumption, creation and destruction. Capital increasingly appears as pure 
process behind multiple manifest forms; its concrete dimension changes accord
ingly. Individual labors no longer constitute self-contained units. They increas 
inglv become cellular components of a large, complex, dynamic system that en
compasses people and machines and which is directed toward one goal, namely, 
production for the sake of production. The alienated social whole becomes 
greater than the sum of its constituting individuals and has a goal external to it
self. That goal is open-ended process. The capital form of social relations has a 
blind, processual, quasi-organic character.

This character of the capital form allows for social and historical processes to 
become increasingly understood in biological terms in the course of the nine
teenth century. I shall not develop this aspect of the capital fetish any further 
here. For our purposes what must be noted is the implications for how capital 
can be perceived. As indicated above, the commodity’s “double character” allows 
the commodity to appear as a purely material entity rather than as the objectifi
cation of mediated social relations. Relatedly, it allows concrete labor to appear 
as a purely material, creative process, separable from capitalist social relations. 
On the logical level of capital, this “double character” allows industrial produc
tion to appear as a material, creative process (“labor process”), separable from 
capital, which, in turn, is understood only in terms of its abstract dimension as 
“rootless,” “parasitic” finance capital.

The manifest form of the concrete is now- more organic. This allows for forms 
of “revolt,” of “anticapitalism,” in which a glorification of the purportedly pre
modern—“material nature,” blood, the soil, labor, and community (Gemem- 
schajt)—can go hand in hand with a positive affirmation of modern phenomena 
such as industry and technology. All are considered to be on the “thingly” side of 
the opposition. The notion of “fetishized anticapitalism,” then, allows one to un
derstand how all of these disparate (“modern” and “premodern”) elements can be 
grasped in terms of an overarching commonality. They all appear to be concrete 
and organic, “healthy” counterprinciples to the abstract.

Biologistic and racist forms of thought in general, and modern anti-Semitism 
in particular, then, should not be considered as historical regressions, as atavis
tic. They are historically new forms of thought in the nineteenth century· and do
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not represent the reemergence of older forms. It is because ol their biologic al 
character that they appear to be atavistic; this character itself, however, should 
be grasped with reference to the capital fetish that gives rise to the notion that 
the concrete is “natural,” and that increasingly presents the socially “natural" in 
such a way that it is perceived in biological terms.

The hypostatixation of the concrete and the identification of capital with the 
manifest abstract underlie a form of “anticapitalism” that seeks to overcome the 
existing social order from a standpoint which actually remains intrinsic to that 
order. Inasmuch as that standpoint is the concrete dimension, this ideology tends 
to point toward a more overt, concrete, and organized form of capitalist social 
synthesis. This form of “anticapitalism,” then, only appears to be looking back
ward nostalgically. As an expression of the capital fetish its real thrust is forward. 
It emerges in the long, rocky transition from liberal to bureaucratic capitalism 
and becomes virulent in an overdeterinincd situation of structural, political, and 
cultural crisis.

This form of “anticapitalism” is based on a one-sided attack on the ab
stract - abstract law, abstract reason, or, on another level, money and finance 
capital —from the standpoint of the “healthy,” “rooted," “natural” concrete. In 
biologized modern anti-Semitism, this fetishized opposition of the abstract 
and the concrete, the “artificial” and the “natural,” became conceptualized as 
the racial opposition of Jews and (in the case of Germany) Aryans. Modern 
anti-Semitism involves a biologization of capitalism—which itself is only 
understood in terms of its manifest abstract dimension—as International 
Jewry.

According to this interpretation, the Jews were not seen merely as capital
ists, nor w'ere they identified only with money and the sphere of circulation. 
Rather, they were identified with capitalism itself. Capitalism, however, did not 
appear to include technology and industry. Instead, capitalism appeared to be 
only its manifest abstract dimension, which was in turn held responsible for the 
economic, social, and cultural changes associated with the rapid development 
of modern industrial capitalism. The Jews, then, became the personifications of 
the intangible, destructive, immensely powerful, international domination of 
capital. Certain forms of anticapitalist discontent became directed against the 
manifest abstract dimension of capital personified in the form of the Jews, not 
because the Jews were consciously identified with the value dimension, but be
cause, given the antinomy of the abstract and concrete dimensions, capitalism 
appeared only in its abstract guise, which was identified with the Jews. The “an 
ticapitalist" revolt was, consequently, also the revolt against the Jews. The over
coming of capitalism and its negative social rfiecls became associated with the 
“overcoming" ol the Jew's.



\ I

The question remains why the biological interpretation oi the abstrat t dimension 
of capitalism found its locus in the Jews. This "choice" was, within the European 
context, by no means fortuitous. The Jews could not have been replaced by any 
other group. The reasons lor this are manifold. The long history oi anti Semitism 
in Europe and the related association of Jews with money are well known. The 
period of rapid expansion of industrial capital in the last half of the nineteenth 
century coincided with the political and civil emancipation of the Jews in central 
Europe. The Jews rapidly became visible in civil society, particularly in spheres 
and professions (the universities, the liberal professions, journalism, the arts, re
tail) that were expanding and were associated with the newer form society was 
taking.

One could mention many other factors, but there is one that 1 wish to em
phasize. Just as the commodity, understood as a social form, expresses its 
“double character" in the externalized opposition between the abstract (money) 
and the concrete (the commodity), so is bourgeois society characterized by a 
split between the state and civil society. For the individual, the split is expressed 
as between the individual as citizen and as person. As a citizen, the individual is 
abstract—as is expressed, for example, in the notion of equality before the (ab
stract) lawf, or in the principle of one person, one vote. As a person, an individ
ual is concrete, embedded in real class relations that are considered to be 
“private,” that is, pertaining to civil society, and which do not find political ex
pression. In Europe, however, the notion of the nation as a purely political en
tity, abstracted from the substantiality of civil society, was never fully realized. 
The nation was not only a political entity; it was also concrete, determined by 
a common language, history, traditions, and religion. In this sense, the Jews fol
lowing their political emancipation constituted the only group in Europe that 
fulfilled the determination of citizenship as a pure political abstraction. They 
were German or French citizens, but were not really considered Germans or 
Frenchmen. They were of the nation abstractly, but rarely concretely. They 
were, in addition, citizens of most European countries. The quality of abstract
ness, characteristic not only of the value dimension in its immediacy but also, 
mediately, of the bourgeois state and law, became closely identified with the 
Jews. In a period when the concrete became glorified over the abstract, against 
“capitalism” and the bourgeois state, this became a fatal association. The Jews 
were rootless, international, and abstract.

*4 H,.n7i,· r,Mi..n.·
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VII

Modern anti-Semitism, then, is a particularly pernicious fetish form. Its power 
and danger result from its comprehensive worldview, which explains and gives 
form to certain modes of anticapitalist discontent in a manner that leaves capi
talism intact, by attacking personifications of its social form. Anti-Semitism so 
understood allows one to grasp an essential moment of Nazism as a fetishized an
ticapitalist movement, one characterized by a hatred of the abstract, a hypostati- 
zation of the existing concrete, and a single-minded, ruthless—but not neces
sarily hate-filled—mission: to rid the world of the source of all evil. Modern 
anti-Semitism, then, is a revolt against history as constituted by capitalism, mis- 
recognized as a Jewish conspiracy. Within such an ideological framework, that 
conspiracy must be destroyed if the world is to be saved. This ideology was an ab
solutely necessary condition for the Holocaust, which cannot adequately be ex
plained in terms of the historical contingencies of 1939-41. This does not mean 
that a plan existed in 1933 to exterminate the Jews. It does, however, delineate 
the ideological framework that rendered such a project conceivable.

A capitalist factory is a site of value production (valorization process), which 
necessarily takes the form of the production of goods, of use-values (labor pro
cess). That is, the concrete is produced as the necessary' carrier of the abstract. 
The Nazi extermination camps do not represent a terrible version of such a fac
tory, an extreme example of modernity, but, rather, should be seen as its gro
tesque “anticapitalist” negation. Auschwitz was a factory to “destroy value,” that 
is, to destroy the personifications of the abstract. Its organization was that of a 
fiendishly inverted industrial process, the aim of which was to “liberate” the con
crete from the abstract. The first step was to dehumanize and reveal the Jews for 
what they “really are”—ciphers, numbered abstractions. The second step was to 
then eradicate that abstractness, trying in the process to wrest away the last rem
nants of the concrete material “use-value": clothes, gold, hair.

Auschwitz, not the Nazi seizure of power in 1933, was the real “German Rev
olution,” the attempted “overthrow” not merely of the political order but of the 
existing social formation. By this one deed the world was to be made safe from 
the tyranny of the abstract. In the process, the Nazis “liberated” themselves from 
humanity.

The approach I have outlined, then, understands a program of extermination 
with reference to ideology, rather than with reference to technology or complete 
historical contingency, and tries to ground that ideology socially and historically. 
Such an approach helps to explain the exterminatory project and its intrinsic ties 
to the “idealistic," “revolutionary" self understanding of the Nazis. It indicates 
that precisely the nature of the crime of extermination, not only the choice of
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' ii Mm.'«, i ail l>t‘ grounded in an analysis ol modern anli NemitiKin, understood js 

a lelishi/vd form ol anticapitalism that emerged in tin· transition from liberal to 
slate centered capitalism.

VIII

Having sought to relate the ideological preconditions ol the Holocaust to the 
large-scale social and cultural transformations ol capitalism in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, I shall now briefly extend to the second half of 
the twentieth century this attempt to mediate consideration of the Holocaust and 
overarching historical developments. Touching upon the issue of history and 
memory since 1945, I shall suggest that the trajectory of postwar public re
sponses to the Holocaust illuminates, and is illuminated by, the two phases of 
postwar history outlined above. In this way I hope to indicate that the Holocaust 
is deeply intertwined with history as constituted by capital, both in terms of its 
ideological preconditions as well as in terms of its aftermath.

Nazi anti-Semitism, I argued, sought to overcome (misrecognizcd) history 
violently, by means of will—to assert political control over history by means of 
terror.4b What characterized the first postwar decades (Hobsbawm’s “Golden 
Age”)—after an uncertain transition period marked by the suppression or mar
ginalization of critical social movements and thought (McCarthyism in the 
U.S.A., show trials in Eastern Europe, the “doctors’ plot" in the U.S.S.R.)—was 
that the key for controlling history politically, without terror, seemed to have 
been found.

The rapid, increasingly generalized economic growth of the 1950s and 1960s 
was tied to state-centered regimes of accumulation in both the Keynesian West 
and the post-Stalinist East. It appeared that the long crisis of liberal capitalism 
had finally been resolved by a successful state-centered synthesis—that people 
had learned to control capitalism’s dynamic by means of political institutions 
in ways that benefited most segments of metropolitan populations. From the 
standpoint of this era, history no longer posed a threat, and Nazism appeared 
as a regression, a German aberration. That is, the wartime interest on the part 
of the Allies to present Germany as historically unique, and Nazism as an ex
pression of Germany’s essence, wras subsequently reinforced and rendered plau
sible by a postwar configuration in which historical development now’ appeared 
as benign, as modern progress; Nazism, therefore, could be regarded as anti
modern.

The “Golden Age” synthesis of the immediate postwar decades, characterized 
by the seemingly linear triumph of modernity, unraveled at the beginning of the 
1970s. The historical dynamic of capitalism began to reemerge overtly, beyond
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the control of national state structures. A fundamentally different historical con 
figuration began to take shape, characterized by the reemcrgence of socioeco
nomic forms thought to have been long superseded, such as the untrammelcd 
market with its attendant increased disparities of wealth and power. This new 
configuration crystallized in the 1990s as neoliberal global capitalism.

These two postwar configurations and the nonlinear trajectory of Holocaust 
discourse can be related. As is well known, the Holocaust was discursively mar
ginalized for several decades after 1945. This slowly changed in the course of the 
1960s. Since the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Holocaust in particular, and is
sues of historical memory in general, have become increasingly central to public 
discourse. Problematizing the relation of this discursive trajectory to large-scale 
historical transformations since 1945 can illuminate aspects of the complex issue 
of history' and memory in the twentieth century.

How are we to understand historically the marginalization and subsequent 
centrality of Holocaust discourse? And how might this discursive shift be related 
to, and shed light on, the character of large-scale restructurings since 1945? 
Charles Maier has argued that the growing centrality of historical memory in 
public discourse expresses a historical break that marks the end of the forward- 
directedness of the postwar decades: at the end of the twentieth century. West
ern societies have reached the end of a collective project, of the capacity to 
found collective institutions that rest on aspirations for the future.47 For Maier, 
the new discursive centrality of historical memory expresses a “surfeit of mem- 
ory"4S and, as such, represents a retreat from universality—from transforma
tive politics and encompassing political communities—to particularity, to the 
politics of ethnicity.

Maier locates this shift historically. He implicitly relates the growing im
portance of the politics of memory to the historical transformation that 1 have 
characterized as one from a state-centered to a neoliberal regime of accu
mulation. His critique suggests that a relation exists between the end of the 
forward-directedness of the first postwar period and increased public concern 
with the past.

In relating the trajectory of public discourse on the Holocaust to larger his
torical developments, Maier’s thesis is rich and illuminating. Nevertheless, the 
opposition it poses between transformative politics, forward-directedness, and 
universality on the one hand, and particularity and the politics of memory on 
the other, is too one-sided. Maier does not sufficiently interrogate the postwar 
politics of transformation and universality which, he claims, have been recently 
superseded; his argument «loes not do full justice to the complexities of those 
politics, nor to those ol the recently resurgent politics of memory and identity. 
Maier’» thesis regarding the trajectory of postwar dtscxmr.se on the Holocaust is.
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on «iiu- level, an implicit argument regarding the rise and decline of the modern 
i/ing projeil in the second half of the twentieth century; its analytic implicitly 
relies upon the category of the modern. Once again, however, this category is 
inadequate analytic ally. As we have seen, it c annot grasp the complexities ol 
Nazi anti Seniitism; nor, however, does it adequately illuminate the two post 
war configurations outlined hy Hohshawm and, relatedly, the postwar trajec
tory of Holocaust discourse.4,1

The history of public discourse on the Holocaust in countries such as France, 
Germany, and Israel indicates that the forward-directcdncss of the postwar 
decades is more complex than is allowed for by Maier’s modernist critique of the 
politics of memory.'" The many signs in those countries of what some commen 
tators have characterized as processes of historical denial and repression imply 
that the forward-directedness to which Maier refers, the modernist projects of 
the “Golden Age,” have multiple dimensions and cannot simply be affirmatively- 
grasped in terms of historical progress.

I suggest that the marginalization of Holocaust discourse for two decades 
after the war can be related to complex historical processes that, dovetailing 
with possible processes of social denial and repression, generated a sort of bi
furcated historical reality: a new, future-oriented present on the surface and, 
underneath, a past that had not been worked through. Analyzing such processes 
sheds light on some more general features of the periods Hobsbawm outlined 
and calls into question the nature of the “modernist” forward-directedness of 
the postw ar decades as well as the subsequent “postmodern” turn to the politics 
of memory and identity. In order to elaborate this contention, I shall briefly dis
cuss some well-known aspects of the complex interplay of past and present in 
postwar Germany and, on that basis, present some very preliminary theoretical 
considerations regarding the structuring of historical time and memory.

IX

I have argued elsewhere that a number of historical events and developments sug
gest that historical reality in Germany has existed on two levels since the war.'1 
These events and developments can be read as symptomatic: they implicitly in
dicate that, although very important changes took place in the political culture 
of West Germany since 1945, especially in the late 1960s, another historical and 
psychic level, one related to the Nazi past, continued to exist.” They suggest, in 
other words, that the past constituted by the Nazi regime, the war, and Nazi 
crimes—especially the Holocaust—has continued to operate subterraneously 
on the present, interacting with immediate political and social reality in a com
plex dialectic of normality and nonnormality that has characterized postwar
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German life.4’ Within the framework of such an approach, some very problem 
atic aspects of postwar Germany’s relation to its past can be understood as ex
pressing the ways in which that past has continued to inform the present- even 
“behind the backs” of the social actors. '*

This suggests that the past does not simply pass. It also indicates that, although 
the past may be constructed, it is not merely invented out of whole cloth. Con
testations in postwar Germany over issues of history and memory have not been 
the ultimate sources of historical memory, but themselves are embedded as 
dynamic moments of much more complex patterns.

This could be inferred, for example, from the intense public discussions 
elicited bv the American television film Holocaust in 1979.54 Those discussions 
illuminated retrospectively the nature and extent of postwar denial, and sug
gested that a great deal had been buried or shunted aside psychically, even after 
the enormous cultural-historical breaks of the late 1960s. It suggested that 
historical reality had been bifurcated since the war. For the majority of the pop
ulation, the goal after the war was “normalcy” at all costs.4'1 Their strong iden
tification with the Nazi past was neither reaffirmed nor worked through and 
overcome. Instead, it was denied. The primary moral category of the immediate 
postwar period was one that can exist independent of memory—work.

The intensity of public reaction to the film Holocaust suggests that this struc
ture of denial had been broken through in 1979, just as it had several times ear
lier (for example, during the Frankfurt Auschwitz trials in 1964-65). In each 
case, what can be regarded as a structure of denial subsequently reasserted itself. 
While for some in Germany, the reemergence of the Nazi past in the late 1970s 
led to renewed attempts to work through that past, it also led to a kind of reac
tion. This reaction could be found across the entire political spectrum, but pri
marily went hand in hand with a conservative campaign in the 1980s to reverse 
many political-cultural developments that had occurred since the late 1960s, by 
establishing a greater degree of continuity with contested elements of the Ger
man past. This campaign included such well-known events as the Kohl-Reagan 
visit to the military cemetery at Bitburg in 1985,47 and the HistorikeTstTeit of 
I986.4*

At first glance, this campaign does not seem to require deeper analysis. It ap
pears perfectly straightforward -an attempt by the Right to regain cultural and 
political hegemony by affirming continuity with the past. Nevertheless, aspects 
of this conservative campaign suggest that the issue is more complex.

I am referring to the degree to which the new conservatives presented Ger
many and the Germans during the Nazi period as having been a victim, or a po

tential one. One example is the resolution passed by the Bundestag on June 11, 
1985, implicitly equating the I lolocaust and the expulsions of the Germans from



the i\»nI in 1944 4S. This motil ol Gcrm.my «is victim was central to tin· Ihsiot 
ituMu ii It was expressed most clearly l»y l-.rnst Nolle in June 1986 in the I rank 
furtcr illffcmcme /eiiunif when he claimed that the Holocaust was essentially de 
lensive: Hitler’s "Asiatic deed" was impelled hy knowledge of prior atrocities 
committed hv the Bolsheviks and hy the tear that the Soviets were planning such 
a "deed” (i.e., extermination) against the Hermans. Therefore, he exterminated 
the Jews.'” Writing in the same newspaper several months later, Gunther 
Gillessen claimed that the invasion hv Nazi Germany of the Soviet Union in 1941 
was defensive; it was undertaken in order to prevent an imminent Soviet invasion 
of Germany.”" A variation of this theme of victimization was promoted hy the of
ficial ideology of the German Democratic Republic, w-hich presented itself as 
representing the real victims of Nazism.

This identification of Germans and Germany as victims entails a process of 
reversal. It seems plausible that associated with this reversal are deep feelings 
of guilt, which elicits anger against those responsible for those feelings—- 
the Jews. As one commentator put it ironically, “Die Deutschen werden den 
Juden Auschwitz nie verzeihen” (The Germans will never forgive the Jews for 
Auschwitz).

Such processes of psychic reversal tend to reintroduce anti-Semitic images of 
Jewish power and destructive intentions.”1 During the Bitburg controversy, for 
example, some conservative German newspapers and magazines attributed great 
pow'er to Jews in the United States, and suggested that the negative reactions 
abroad to the Bitburg visit w ere generated and manipulated by Jews.6·’

Symptoms of such processes of denial and repression have not come to an 
end with 1989. Discussions of the GDR in the early 1990s frequently expressed 
what in my view could be regarded as unconscious processes. For example, in the 
Bundestag debate of November 14, 1991, reference was made to the six million 
victims of the Stasi.

The processes I have described have not been confined to the German Right. 
The Left in postwar Germany has, of course, centrally defined itself in opposi
tion to fascism. Nevertheless, I think it is fair to assert that left-wing analyses 
of National Socialism tended to blur its specificity.”* Whatever its complex 
grounds, this avoidance of the specificity of the Nazi past went hand in hand with 
a strong desire on the part of the German New Left for identification with his
torical victims. This can most clearly be seen in the attitudes of the German New 
Left tow'ard Israel.

As is well known, the New Left in much of the West became anti-Zionist after 
the 1967 war. Nevertheless, that switch was generally more radical in Germany. 
No Western Left was as philo-Semitic and pro-Zionist prior to 1967; probably 
none subsequently identified with the Palestinian cause so strongly. Israel’s vic
tory in the war of 1967 gave rise to a process of psychological inversion: the Jews,
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no longer victims but victors, became identified with the Nazi past, and the Pales 
tinians became identified as “Jews.” The very word Zionism became as negatively 
informed as Nazism.

The new anti-Zionism went far beyond a historical and political critique. In 
stead, it could be argued, many Germans acted out their own past on the pro
jected stage of the Middle East. The form of anti-Zionism that became very- 
strong after 1967 can, retrospectively, be understood as serving two functions 
at the same time. On the one hand, because of the identification of Zionism and 
Nazism, the struggle against Zionism could become the displaced expression 
of the struggle against the Nazi past. On the other hand, the image of Zionism 
that became widespread was one that recapitulated anti-Semitic images. Zion
ism was not simply criticized as a bad or objectionable political program but as 
a worldwide, very powerful, and deeply evil conspiracy.

This “doubled” function of anti-Zionism allowed anti-Semitic images to be 
transported into left-wing consciousness. It thereby—paradoxically—implic
itly and unconsciously helped prepare the ground for a sort of reconciliation with 
the nation. That is, the antifascism that defined the Left, dividing it from the 
Right, became, through the convoluted mediation of a particular form of anti- 
Zionism, conflated with the anti-Semitic ideology that once had united (Nazi- 
fied) Germany.

I have suggested that a sign of historical repression, and of the consequent 
workings of the past on the present, has been the need by many in Germany to 
identify themselves historically as victims—whether directly, as has been the 
case of the new conservatives, or indirectly, as has been the case of the Left, who 
identify themselves with the victims of Nazism, in however convoluted a form.

These two strands began to converge in the sort of virulent anti-Zionism I 
have described, and came much closer together subsequently, in popular reac
tions to the Gulf War. What was noteworthy was not that many in the German 
peace movement were opposed to the war, but that they emotionally identified 
the bombing of Baghdad with that of Hamburg and Dresden during World War 
II, and expressed personal, immediate fear of the bombing (although the over
whelming majority of demonstrators were bom long after the end of World War 
11). These reactions signaled that left-wing identification with the victims had 
converged with the new conservative tendency to identify Germans as victims. 
And this placed the peace movement very close to the bounds of a newly reimag
ined national community.

The phenomena I have described can be understood in terms of processes of 
unconscious reversals, as forms of collective acting out which suggests that 
mass German identification with Nazism in general, and complicity in the Holo
caust in particular, have been denied and repressed."* The notion that processes 
of historic al denial and repression have given rise to a bifurcated historical real



it\ in Germany complicates the question of the relation ol future orientation and 
memory. It suggests tliat the eharaeter of the forward directedness of the post 
war decades is more complex than is indicated by Maier's critique of memory.

In terms of what I have outlined, it could he argued that that forward 
directedness in Germany also had the character of a //»///if from the pan This sug
gests that, instead of simply opposing future directedness and universality to the 
resurgence of memory and particularity, we must differentiate both. That is, we 
must distinguish between a future orientation based on appropriating the past 
and one that, in spite of appearances, actually is driven by that very past. By the 
same token, we must distinguish between a relation to the past that is enabling 
(and, hence, future oriented) and one that remains caught within the bounds of 
repetition.

The significance of such a conceptual differentiation can be illuminated in
directly with reference to another—closely related—postwar shift. Maier de
scribes the politics of memory as reflecting a new focus on narrow ethnicity, 
rather than encompassing communities. The communities to which Maier is al
luding, however, were encompassing in a very determinate fashion in the post
war period they were constructed on the principle of abstract equality, which 
represents one pole of a modern or capitalist dualism. The mode of universality 
they sought to achieve was abstract—it was based on a negation of difference.

In the late 1960s, many new social movements arose that criticized, in the 
name of qualitative specificity, abstract universality as a mode of domination. 
Many of those movements, to be sure, simply reproduced the antinomy of ab
stract equality versus particularism. Others, however, sought to get beyond that 
antinomy.

This opposition of abstract equality and concrete particularism parallels the 
opposition between a future-directedness that paves over the past and an im
mersion in the past that is associated w'ith a particularistic myth of identity'. In 
each case, the terms of the opposition are interrelated. Hence, the critique of the 
particularistic term of the opposition—which is at the heart of Maier's thesis of 
a surfeit of memory—must also entail a critique of its universalistic term; cri
tique must be of the opposition itself, of both of its terms. What is required, 
then, is a historical approach that would criticize these classic dualisms and seek 
to discover the possibility of forms that can get beyond them—the possibility of 
a new form of universality that can encompass difference and of a new future- 
directedness that can appropriate the past.

/<>.’ Mouhe PoMone

X

I shall begin addressing this problematic by briefly considering the issue of tem
porality. I have described aspects of postwar German political culture in terms of
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denial and repression. Denial and repression, however, need not take the form 
of forward-directcdness. That they did, in this case, suggests that the pattern of 
denial and repression described in this essay fed into and was reinforced by larger 
patterns of temporality. I shall outline an approach to those larger patterns that 
can relate them to issues of future-directedness and turning to the past—in 
eluding issues of postwar public responses to the Holocaust. At the same time, I 
shall suggest that the notion of historical temporality can provide a frame for 
thinking together critical psychoanalytic approaches and the critical theory of 
capitalism.

Many theorists, such as Max Weber, have noted the peculiar temporal direc
tionality characteristic of modem, capitalist society. This characteristic has been 
associated with a determinate form of time—with what Walter Benjamin called 
“homogenous empty time.”*'’ Benjamin’s conception of such time expresses a par
adox: although modem, capitalist society is characterized by a form of temporal 
directionality that does not itself lead to a qualitatively different future. (This 
theme has been further developed by Jacques Derrida.)"·

I shall try to illuminate this paradox by briefly sketching an approach to capi
talism and temporality, based upon the interpretation outlined above.67 Within 
the framework of this interpretation, what fundamentally characterizes capital
ism is a historically specific, abstract form of social mediation—a form of social 
relations that is unique inasmuch as it is mediated by labor—rather than prima
rily class relations molded by the market and private property.

Although this historically specific form of mediation is constituted by de
terminate forms of social practice, it becomes quasi independent of the people 
engaged in those practices. The result is a historically new form of social dom
ination—one that subjects people to impersonal, increasingly rationalized, 
structural imperatives and constraints that cannot adequately be grasped in 
terms of social groupings or of institutional agencies of the state and/or the econ
omy. This historically specific, abstract form of social mediation is bound to a his
toric ally specific, abstract form of temporality; it underlies a complex historical 
dynamic which is at the heart of the modem world.

This approach abandons the transhistorical notion that human history in gen
eral has a dynamic, in favor of the claim that a historical dynamic is a historically 
specific characteristic of capitalism. This complex historical dynamic is direc
tional but not linear. History in capitalism is not a simple storv of progress 
technical or otherwise. Rather, it is bifurcated: On the one hand, the dynamic of 
capitalism is characterized by ongoing and even accelerating transformations of 
technical processes, of the social and detail division of labor and, more generally, 
of social life -of the nature, structure, and interrelations of social classes and 
other groupings, the nature ol production, transportation, circulation, patterns 
of living, the form of the family, and so on. On the other hand, the historical



«Ivn.unu cnliiils llu· ongoing monstilulion (»1 its own liindaim-ntal condition as 
.111 mu lunging feature ol siu i.il lilt- namely that social mediation ultimately is 
effected In labor (anil, hence, that living labor remains integral to the process ol 
production of society as a whole, regardless of the level of productivity). The ac 
celerating rate ol change ami the reconstitution of the underlying structural core 
of the social formation are interrelated. The historical dynamic of capitalism 
ceaselessly generates what is “new," while regenerating what is the “same .”

The historical dynamic of the modern capitalist world, within this frame 
work, then, is not simply a linear succession of presents but entails a complex di
alectic of two forms of constituted time. This dialectic involves the accumulation 
of the past in a form that entails the ongoing reconstruction of the fundamental 
features of capitalism as an apparently necessary present - even as it is hurtled 
forward by another form of time, which is concrete, heterogeneous, and direc
tional. This latter movement of time is “historical time.” Historical time and ab
stract time are interrelated; both are forms of domination.

Within this framework, people constitute historical time; they do not, how
ever, dispose of it. Rather, historical time in capitalism is constituted in an alien
ated form that reinforces the necessity of the present.<‘K The existence of a his
torical dynamic, then, is not viewed affirmatively, within the framework of such 
an understanding, as the positive motor of human social life. Rather, it is grasped 
critically, as a form of heteronomy related to the domination of abstract time, to 
the accumulation of the past in a form that reinforces the present. Yet, it is pre
cisely the same accumulation of the past that comes into increasing tension with 
the necessity of the present and makes possible a future time. Hence the future 
is made possible by the appropriation of the past.

I0( Month· /Viiiwu·

XI

This brief outline of capitalism’s dialectic of transformation and reconstitution 
calls into question any straightforward opposition of forward-directedness and a 
repetitively compulsive “surfeit of memory”—since they can be understood as 
interrelated. The forward-directedness characteristic of capitalism is not based 
on an appropriation of the accumulated past, but expresses a structural compul
sion to drive the present forward; it is driven “subterraneously” by that past in 
alienated form. At the same time, the present—no longer a way of life based on 
the past— is repetitively reconstituted, becoming increasingly “presentist." Such 
a historical dynamic militates against a form of life based on memory, in the sense 
of an appropriation of the past, and hence does not in itself point toward a qual
itatively different future.

This approach to the problem of capitalism and temporality could serve as a
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point of departure for understanding how and why the widespread denial whic h 
characterized several countries—especially Germany in the decades follow
ing the war took on the form of a sort of forward-directedness that flees from 
the past.

It also opens up the possibility of relating the supersession of that forward 
directedness by a politics of memory to the large-scale historical transformation 
of capitalism that began in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The late 1960s were a 
crucial moment of this process of transformation -a moment when the neces
sity of the present became fundamentally called into question. That moment can 
be viewed more generally as one in which the peculiar forward-directedness of 
state-centered Fordist capitalism and its statist “actually existing socialist” equiv
alent ran up against historical limits. Attempts to get beyond those limits— 
which would have entailed breaking with the compulsive forward-directedness 
of capital—were, however, singularly unsuccessful, even on a conceptual level. 
Instead, many oppositional movements had a “double character”: they sought to 
get beyond the abstract homogeneity of present time, but took a turn back to its 
antinomic opposite, to the concrete and particularistic. (Examples are the strong 
focus in the 1970s on concrete domination in the Communist East in ways that 
occluded the nature of abstract domination, as well as concretistic forms of anti
imperialism.) At the same time, the crisis of the 1970s led to a structural re- 
assertion of the necessity of the present, ushering in a new period when—unlike 
during the first postwar decades—the forward-directedness of capital increas
ingly became uncoupled from the material well-being of much of the population.

The resurgence of historical memory—including that of the Holocaust —can 
be understood as part of this process and, hence, as having a “double character” 
as well. It can be understood both as an attempt to work through the past (i.e., a 
turn to the past that allows for a qualitatively different future) and as a turn back 
to the past, as repetition, as a turn to the particularistic opposite of abstract 
equality.

This suggests that, instead of simply opposing forward-directedness and uni
versality to the resurgence of memory and particularity as do modernist the
ory and its postmodern complementary opposites we must differentiate both. 
That is, we must distinguish between a future orientation based on appropriating 
the past and one that, in spite of appearances, is driven by that very past and re 
mains caught within the bounds of repetition. Relatcdly, we must distinguish a 
lorm of universality that ran encompass difference from that mode of universal
ity, hegemonic in the 1950s and 1960s, based on abstract equality anti the nega
tion nl difference.

I am suggesting that such distinctions could be grounded by an approach that 
grasps the temporal structuring of modern history with reference to the cate
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gm v ulTapital, ami that such an approach can help illuminate the relation ol dis 
enurse on the Holocaust to the larger structuring and restructuring of postwar 
capitalism.

XII

In general: 1 have sought to explore the possible relation of the Holocaust and its 
aftermath to overarching historical patterns of the twentieth century— and have 
done so with reference to the category of capital.

Within the framework of this interpretation the Jews became very determi
nate victims of history —different from those at whose cost history is consti
tuted (such as workers or slaves), or those excluded or marginalized by history. 
Rather, the Jews became objects of the displaced fury generated by the far- 
reaching and pervasive effects of the historical dynamic of capitalism, the vic
tims of a fetishized, perverse attempt to liberate humanity from the historical 
process.

That historical process, with its dualistic opposition of abstract universal and 
concrete particular, did not, of course, disappear with the war. I have sought to 
begin relating the general periods of that process after the war and the trajectory 
of Holocaust discourse, focusing on multiple aspects of the complex relationship 
of past and present. In so doing, 1 have had recourse to that which critical psy
choanalytic approaches and the critique of political economy have in common— 
namely, an analysis of the present as dominated by a past that exists in veiled 
form. This domination, according to this analysis, results in a compulsive flight 
forward and/or a compulsive reenactment of the past. A qualitatively different 
future—a “project” that would overcome, rather than further, both the domina
tion of the present by the alienated past and the dualistic opposition of abstract 
universal and concrete particular—is possible only on the basis of the appropri
ation of history.

Although outlined on a very abstract level of analysis, such an approach, in my 
view, provides an opening through which we can begin thinking a future without 
betraying the past.

NOTES
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“ F I E L D S  O F  G L O R Y ” :  

W A R ,  G E N O C I D E ,  A N D  

T H E  G L O R I F I C A T I O N  

O F  V I O L E N C E

Omcr Bartov

Thoughts of war throughout history and in many civilizations have revolved 
around two contradictory sets of images. The first postulated war as an elevating, 
heroic experience. The second described war as a site of destruction and desola
tion. This polarity between the portrayal of war as an occasion for humanity to 
express its nobility, and its perception as an opportunity for human savagery, is 
thus deeply embedded in culture and civilization.

During the last two centuries, however, the availability of unprecedented 
quantities of ever more effective weapons, the seemingly unlimited and increas
ingly pliable human reserves, and the growing capacity to mobilize these re
sources by the modern industrialized nation-state have greatly enhanced war’s 
destructive potential. This has evoked the wildest fantasies and the most night
marish visions. Characteristically for an age of rapid changes, the reality of total 
war an<l genocide consistently remained one step ahead of its image. For ours is 
an era in which human imagination has been conducting a desperate race with the 
practice of humanity.

The link between modern warfare and mass killing of civilian populations was 
most clearly manifested in World War II. And the most terrifying example of a 
state mobilizing significant resources lor the sole aim of exterminating an entire
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population while simultaneously lighting a total war is the Na/.i genocide ol the 
Jv'ns s. Indeed, what makes the Holocaust into a crucial event in any examination 
ol the link he!ween war and genocide is that the Na/.i regime perceived the ex 
termination of the Jews as an inherent element ol its war elfort; that it organized 
the genocide as a military operation; and that it represented it to the perpetra
tors, to itself, and in a somewhat more indirect fashion also publicly to the tier 
man population and to the rest of the world, as a glorious undertaking worthy of 
comparison with the greatest military feats and moral endeavors of German his
tory. Nevertheless, the roots of this development are to be sought several decades 
earlier, in World War I.

What is most crucial about Europe’s first industrial war in 1914- 18 is not the 
enthusiasm with which its outbreak was greeted in the major combatant nations. 
To be sure, even if the prevalence of the “spirit of 1914” has been somewhat ex- 
aggerated, it was still an extraordinary expression of devotion not merely to the 
nation but also to the notion of war itself as a noble, purifying, and elevating ex
perience. 1 And yet, while World War I is remembered primarily for the contin
uous front of trenches that stretched from the Alps to the Atlantic, it was just as 
much characterized by the grow ing porousness of the boundaries between sol
diers and civilians both as combatants and as targets of destruction. For while vast 
numbers of men were transformed into soldiers, all other civilians became ex
posed to the human, economic, and psychological cost of total war. The war in
vaded the most remote corners of the land, and the huge conscript armies at the 
front contained members of every social stratum and region of the country.

In 1914 the splendid bayonet charge over a field of flowers that so many sol
diers had been taught to expect did not materialize.-’ But as the huge armies bur
rowed underground into a maze of trenches filled with slime and excrement, 
rats and rotting body parts, the soldiers began to construct their own vision of 
glory', distinct both from the romantic images of the past and from the discred
ited chauvinistic eyewash of the propagandists in the rear. This new vision, 
unique to the age of total war, has become part of the manner in which we imag
ine destruction; aestheticized and cherished, it motivated future generations of 
young men to fight and die in other wars, and enabled the veterans of past con
flicts to make a kind of peace with their memories of massacre. Given the right 
political and cultural context, however, this vision became a crucial component 
of the twentieth century’s genocidal predilections, facilitating a metamorphosis 
of values and perspectives in which the annihilatory energy of modern war was 
portrayed as generating great creative powers, and the phenomenon of indus
trial killing was perceived as a historical necessity of awesome beauty. ’ The Great 
War’s new fields of glory were the breeding ground of fascism and Nazism, of 
human degradation and extermination. From them sprang up the storm troops
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of dictatorships and the demagogues of racial purity and exclusion. In a tragic 
process of inversion, the true comradeship and sacrifice of millions was per
verted into hate and destruction. The new vision of war that emanated from the 
trenches of 1914 -18 ensured that the twentieth century’s fields of glory would 
be sown with the corpses of innocent victims and the distorted fragments of 
shattered ideals.

Contemptuous of the idealized images of war that bore no relationship to the 
fighting as thev knew it, resentful of the staff officers’ sheltered lives behind the 
front and the civilians in the rear, the troops developed a complex subculture all 
of their own making. Exemplified in frontline journals for their own consump
tion, a vocabulary' that only they could understand, and a new kind of sarcasm 
and black humor, this was a state of mind that combined a good measure of self- 
pity' with immense pride in their ability to endure inhuman conditions for the 
sake of a nation seemingly ignorant of and indifferent to their terrible sacrifice. 
This camaraderie of the combat troops was shared by soldiers on both sides of the 
line, and while it had some common features with the mentality of all armies in 
history, the crucial difference was that most of these men were conscripts who 
would return to civilian life as soon as the fighting ended—if they were lucky- 
enough to survive.4

Thus the very camaraderie that helped the troops endure the front also cre
ated and made a virtue of the difference between them and that part of the nation 
that had stayed behind. Theirs was not the naive heroism extolled by the propa
gandists but one born of suffering and pain, horror and death. To be sure, most 
soldiers had but the vaguest notion of how the nation should be transformed once 
they returned from the front, but they increasingly felt that it was their right and 
duty to bring about far-reaching changes, rooted, first and foremost, in the 
trench experience.

By now we have become used to thinking of World War I as the moment in 
which innocence was forever shattered. We are haunted by the image of millions 
of devoted, unquestioning, patriotic young men being led to senseless slaughter, 
betrayed by their elders. The Western Front has come to epitomize the notion of 
war as a vast arena of victimhood. That all this sacrifice was in vain is underlined 
by the aftermath of the war. We recall the broken promises and despair, the sol
diers who instead of returning to a “land fit for heroes" were abandoned to un
employment, destitution, and physical and mental decay. Hence the apathv and 
the extremism, the conformism and the violence that characterized the postwar 
era.’ What is insufficiently understood is that the verv attitudes toward violence 
and the perceptions of destruction, which emerged among the soldiers during 
the war as a means to endure it, were ultimately at the root of the even greater 
horror and devastation ol the next war. The images of violence and fantasies of
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linked lo the reality and trauma o! the front experience in 1914 IH.lt wax these 
lantasies that played such a ma|or role in the enactment ofgenoi ide two decades 
later. Ironic ally, then, the same mechanism that helped soldiers survive one war 
c reated the necessary mind set lor mass murder A crucial component ol this 
mechanism was the· frontline notion ol soldiers’ glory.

Glory at the front meant enduring the most degrading, inhuman conditions 
under constant threat of death and while regularly killing others without losing 
one's good humor, composure, and humanity. It meant discovering the ability 
to switch between being a helpless prey and a professional killer and acting as a 
loving son, father, and husband, radically separating between the atrocity at the 
front and the normality of tire rear, indeed making this very separation into a 
badge of honor and a key for survival. For one had to survive not only the fight
ing but also the homecoming. The true accomplishment of the frontline troops 
was not merely to tolerate this unbearable, schizophrenic condition but to glo
rify it, to perceive it as a higher existence rather than a horrifying state of affairs 
that could not be evaded. To be sure, many soldiers were incapable of this trans
formation of perception. But such World War I walking dead who had lost all 
desire to survive were doomed if they were not taken out of the line in time. To 
be saved from drowning, soldiers had to rely on the glory they had fabricated for 
themselves, whose essence wras to construe atrocity as an elevating experience 
to be simultaneously celebrated, kept apart from personal relationships in the 
rear, and used as a tool to change the universe that had made it possible. And be
cause such notions of wholesale future transformation were entertained within 
a context of vast devastation, they were inevitably permeated by an imagery of 
destruction.

When the war finally ended, the veterans felt an even greater urge to endow 
it with meaning. If many did not glorify the war, most seem to have glorified their 
own and their comrades’ experience in it. This was a paradox of great import, 
for opposition to war shared one important element with extremism and mili
tarism, namelv the glorification of the individual soldier, whether as a ruthless 
fighter or as a hapless victim. And while some hoped that the shared fate of the 
veterans would become a formula for domestic and international peace, pre
cisely the opposite happened, not least because what these soldiers had in com
mon was, first and foremost, years of fear and atrocity, killing and mutilation. 
This was a treacherous foundation for peace.6

During the interwar period all political and ideological trends drew on the 
legacy of World War 1 for their own often wholly contradictory purposes, for 
this w'as a rich and highly malleable source of violent images and metaphors of 
destruction. But employing the memory' of mass killing by such divergent inter-
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ests introduced a violent dimension to postwar political discourse. The most ». 
sible and emotionally most potent form of confronting the memory of the war 
was the commemoration of fallen soldiers. Significantly, even when such pub
lic symbols of mourning expressed criticism or rejection of war, they simulta
neously endowed the death of soldiers with a higher meaning. Sacrifice was thus 
glorified and its context refashioned to enhance the nobility of its victims. In
deed, since commemoration is more about instilling the past with sense and pur
pose than simply remembering it, the official remembrance of millions of squan
dered lives gave the war a retrospective meaning for the benefit of the living.7

The investment with meaning of death in war can be accomplished either by 
generalizing or by individualizing it. The fallen soldier can be presented as hav
ing sacrificed himself for a greater cause: death is glorified by its context; abstract 
principles and entities are valued higher than individual lives. Hence mourning 
will focus on the service rendered by the dead to the nation’s historical mission 
and future; rather than being deprived of its sons, the nation is enriched by those 
who die for it. Conversely, by concentrating on individual devotion, suffering, 
and sacrifice, the fallen can be said to glorify the cause and endow it with deeper 
meaning by having given their lives for it. Here mourning will focus on individ
ual qualities and example. In one case, the soldier is an extension of the nation; 
in the other, the nation is an extension of the soldier who embodies its very best 
essence.

In the wake of World War 1 both modes of mourning and ascribing meaning 
to death were common features of the vast and unprecedented wave of com
memoration that swept through Europe.8 But while public commemoration em
phasized collective sacrifice for the national cause, it was also influenced by a 
quest for a new type of individual heroism. Within the context of mass society, 
vast conscript armies, and total war, there was little room for the traditional 
hero, whose ultimate sacrifice was inscribed on his fate and inherent to his exis
tence. World War I ushered in the glorification of the rank and file, expressed in 
such countries as Britain and France in the erection of national memorials for the 
Unknown Soldier. Here was a figure that represented both the individual and the 
mass: glorified by the nation, he also stood lor the multitudes sent out to die and 
quickly forgotten. He thus gave a face to anonymity, personifying and glorifying 
precisely those masses that had no place in public memory; in other words, in be
ing remembered, the Unknown Soldier legitimized forgetting.''

The Unknown Soldier thus enabled a shift from the abstract nation to the in
dividual yet presented the individual as a soldier who by definition had no spe 
Lific traits and features, thereby embodying the nation alter all. Through him 
the nation could represent ilsell as a site ol resurrec tion, returning from the 
Valley ol ()rath thanks to the sacrifice of its sons. It was this identification of the
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living nation with its anonymous hut glorified fallen soldiers that provided a 
means to emne to terms with the trauma of war, and normalized the haunting 
images ol the dead returning from the endless cemeteries in which they now 
resided. For the longing lor the return ol one's own fallen Iron» the dead was 
mixed with the desire swiftly to return to normality, to bury the «lead and go on 
with life. The unknown soldier thus made possible both a foc us on the suffering 
anti sacrifice of the individual, and a process of distancing oneself from the par
ticular fallen of one's family or community. The final death of the fallen was fa
cilitated by this familiar yet unknown figure safely and irrevocably locked in a 
national sepulcher.

Significantly, Germany did not erect a tomb for the Unknown Soldier. Unlike 
France and Britain, Germany could not come to terms with the trauma of war 
through a symbol of final and irredeemable death."’ Rather, many Germans 
hoped to overcome defeat by continuing the struggle; for this purpose, the dead 
could not be locked away, since they still had a role to play in urging the living 
to win back victory. Germany’s unburied, unknown soldiers thus continued to 
roam the old battlefields and to march in the cities, reminding those who might 
have forgotten that their mission must still be accomplished. In France, the 
specter of the fallen warned the living from ever repeating such slaughter. In Ger
many, mourning was increasingly oriented to the future, and reconciliation with 
loss was unacceptable because of the refusal to come to terms with the past. Ul
timately, it was one of those surviving unknown soldiers who would claim to 
embody the nation, and persuade increasing numbers of Germans that he indeed 
personified its fate and would mold its future.

Adolf Hitler was one of millions of unknown veterans who, unlike their fallen 
comrades, had urgent material and psychological needs. Glorifying the dead 
came more cheaply than caring for the innumerable physically and mentally mu
tilated survivors of the front. The massive presence of former soldiers, who of
ten felt abandoned and misunderstood by their civilian environment, left a deep 
mark on interwar Europe. The difficulties of social and economic reintegration 
in nations still reeling from the human and material costs of total war stimulated 
the urge among the veterans to realize those vague but powerful aspirations they 
had forged at the front, to translate their discovery of comradeship and sacrifice 
to the realities of life after the disaster. The story of post-1918 Europe is thus 
largely about the cleavage between those who “had been there” and those who 
had not; it is a tale of rage and frustration, resentment and disillusionment."

If most soldiers returning from the war wanted to pick up their lives where 
they had left them before they marched off to the trenches, postwar Europe had 
neither the resources nor the skills to deal with the needs of men exposed to the 
horrors of sustained industrial warfare.12 Hence the tendency of veterans to or-
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ganizc their own associations, which provided them with psychological support 
and served as pressure groups on governments to meet the economic and politi
cal demands of those whose sacrifice for the nation endowed them with a moral 
weight well beyond their numbers. In contradistinction to the state’s glorifica
tion of the dead, the veterans’ associations glorified their war experience, which 
they represented both as incommunicable and as having a profound moral import 
for postwar society.1'

Nevertheless, while defeated Germany ultimately came to celebrate war as 
an occasion for individual and collective glory, in victorious France its percep
tion as a site of personal and national suffering only intensified. German veter
ans conceptualized the front as an opportunity to surpass the individual and 
discover the community of battle and fate through common sacrifice. French 
veterans insisted on their duty to fight against war following their exposure to its 
inhumanity. Thus the aftermath of World War I produced two kinds of (imag
ined) communities, whose common experience was articulated very differently, 
and whose glorification in their respective countries lent a great deal of weight 
to national perceptions of destruction. The French community of suffering was uni
fied by common pain and sorrow, bound together by horror, determined to pre
vent such wars from ever happening again. The German battle community was 
united through sacrifice and devotion to a common cause, the comradeship of 
warriors, and the quest to extend its newly found values to postwar civilian so
ciety. Both creatures of war, the community of suffering envisioned a future with
out international conflict, whereas the battle community perceived the front as a 
model for posterity. For both the present was a battleground between past 
trauma and future hopes, but they pulled in opposite directions. Imbued with a 
missionary zeal, the one fought for prevention; the other, for reenactment. For 
the one, war was hell; for the other, it was destiny. For the French, the front 
equaled senseless destruction; for the Germans, the destruction of others would 
bring about national resurrection. The community of suffering glorified endurance 
and survival; the battle community ennobled comradeship and death.

Germany experienced the aftermath of World War I as an unmitigated disas
ter. And yet, from the midst of despair, a new notion of German glory and great
ness began to emerge. Central to this process were not only the veterans’ asso
ciations but also and more important the Freikorps formations. These paramilitary 
units that roamed Germany in the early years of the postwar period were com
posed both of former soldiers and of youngsters who had just missed service in 
the war. Engaged in vicious fighting against Communists at home and foreigners 
along the former Reich’s eastern frontiers, these heirs of a long freebooter tradi 
tion attributed their despair to peacetime conditions rather than to the suffering 
of war, and perceived their identity as meaningful only within the context of the



On mu· level, (Ills bailie community was imi.stituleil only ol 
one's direct comrades in the unit; hut on a more altslrac t Irvrl, it included all 
those multitudes ol men who had shared ihr same frontline experience and 
rami' to see llu* world, and their role in it, through the sain«· prism ol struggle, 
saerifiee, and destrurtion. Moreover, the Kampfgemeinschaft soon came to he 
defined in a manner that excluded from it veterans with different political views 
or those considered not “truly” German namely the Jews. Conversely, the 
battle community increasingly included men who shared the Iront experience 
onlv vicariously by sheer force of conviction and imagination, racial qualities and 
ideological conformity. The postwar conceptualization ol the Kampfgemeinschaft 

therefore became the core of the Volksgemeinschaft, the national, or “racial,” com
munity wdiose front lines w’ere populated by the battle-hardened political sol
diers of the extreme right and the fledgling Nazi movement. For these men, Ger
many’s fields of glory led from the trenches of 1914 18 to the struggle of the 
Volk for its future greatness, to be waged with equal devotion and comradeship, 
sacrifice and ruthlessness.14

The notion of destruction was of course central to this worldview in its many 
variations. Shared in the 1920s by a relatively small but growing minority, by the 
1930s it was widely disseminated as a central tenet of the Nazi regime. The ter
rible devastation of World War I, while it justified calls for retribution, w-as also 
perceived as clearing the w'ay for a better future, not least because it made for the 
emergence of a “new man” out of the debris of the past, a warrior much better 
equipped for the tasks of a new Germany.1 ’ Intoxicated by the reality and aes
thetics of destruction, these men saw war as a sure instrument to sweep away the 
weak and the degenerate, making room for the brave and the pure. The trenches 
had taught humanity that life is war, and war is life; that violence brings out the 
best qualities in man and that only its ruthless application propels one to the 
higher spheres of existence. The fact that many Germans were just as terrified 
and disgusted by the carnage of the war as other Europeans only served to en
hance the vehemence with which such views were propagated. Moreover, this 
powerful undercurrent of extremism reflected a far more prevalent preoccupa
tion with violence on both sides of the political divide, ranging from the conser
vatives to the Communists. Even the most explicit antiwar imagery of such 
artists as Otto Dix and George Grosz reveals a brutal strain, a fascination with 
depravity', mutilation, and inhumanity, generally absent from representations of 
war in France.

This is of course most evident in German World War I veteran Ernst Jünger’s 
writings on the war, the tone and ideological import of which distinguish them 
from most other popular accounts of life and death in the trenches. His 1922 
novel Storm of Steel is an acute and powerful portrayal of the emergence of the new,
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modern warrior from the mechanical and faceless destruction in the trenches. 
He does not lament his fallen comrades and feels no regret lor the loss of inno
cence. For Jiinger the individual is wholly autonomous; and it is during the war, 
in the midst of devastation, that he discovers his freedom, his inner strength, and 
“essence,”and rises from the destruction whole and purified. But in Jfinger's uni 
verse, World War 1 is only the point of departure, a necessary baptism by fire in 
which he acquires knowledge about himself and humanity' that must then be em
ployed by, indeed imposed on, the postwar world, as his later writings indicate.

In some respects, Jiinger’s new man is the embodiment of the Nazi ideal; 
yet his early rejection of the Kamj>fycmeinschafi, bred by his individualistic hero
ism and innate elitism, made him into an ambivalent and somewhat skeptical 
observer of the emerging Volksgemeinschajt’s fictions and realities. Nevertheless, 
Jiinger relished his iconic status in Nazi imagery and rhetoric, and was in turn fas
cinated by the Third Reich’s immense destructive energies. Indeed, his ability for 
detached observation of unmediated horror and his curious mix of cold reason 
and almost uncontrollable passion in the face of destruction was a state of mind 
that came to be idealized by the Wehrmacht's combat officers and even more so 
by the SS. Moreover, because of Jiinger s fascination with naked violence and the 
pleasures of causing and submitting to pain, he straddles the line between nihil
ism, fascism, and postmodernism, articulating as he does the enormous appeal 
of modem industrial destruction as event and image, memory and anticipation: 
destruction on such a monumental scale that it fills one with awe even while be
ing devoured by it.

As in France, Germans, too, associated traditional military glory with gener
als; but the circumstances of war and politics were meanwhile radically trans
formed. During the last two years of the war, Germany was largely controlled by 
Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg and General Erich Ludendorff, whose “silent 
dictatorship" combined tradition and modernity.'" Seen by the conservatives 
after the fall of the monarchy as an ersatz Kaiser, Hindenburg had the same 
preelection as Marshal Philippe Pétain to “make a gift of his person" by offering 
himself as Germany's savior in time of war and crisis, even if it meant returning 
from retirement on the brink of senility. But unlike Pétain, his paternalism was 
geared to conquest and expansion, not to preventing yet another slaughter. Nor 
was he a soldiers' general; rather, he helped launch the career of the man he de
risively called the “Bohemian corporal,” who personified the Irontline soldier vet 
eventually became supreme commander of the army.

Moreover, Pétain had no Ludendorff at his side. For here was a man who was 
engaged in formulating die concept of total war and strove to implement it on 
the military, political, and economic fronts during World War I, along with such 
officers as General Wilhelm Groener and Colonel Max Bauer.1: Both a relentless
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tfi linu ¡.in and a political extremist, LudcndorlV made up for the qualities lack 
mg ni I biulcnburg, behind whom· stature as Prussian warlord he devised modern 
war I are It is no coincidence that Ludcndorll appears again on the scene during 
Hitler's Munich Beer Hall Putsch of 192 3 (in which he showed more courage 
than his Nazi colleagues).1" For him, war was destiny, all-encompassing and un
avoidable; but rather than taking the form of a mythical, chivalrous encounter, it 
had to be waged by mobilizing all the energy and organizational sophistication of 
the modern industrial state. Behind him was a younger generation of gifted staff 
officers who emerged in the 1930s as Hitler's generals. Professional, modern in 
outlook, and ruthless, these men were dedicated to making a new kind of war 
that would reverse the outcome of 1914 -18 and reconceptualizc the relationship 
between war and the state.19 And behind them was an even younger group of 
men, many of whom had missed service in the war, who became the chief or
ganizers of the Nazi police state and the genocide of the Jews, both of which they 
deemed an essential component of winning the next war.,u

To be sure, World War I produced a whole crop of young officers in many 
European countries devoted to designing a new type of modem, violent, and de
cisive warfare. But in Germany the notion of combining new strategies with a 
total reorganization of state and society went much farther, thanks to the tradi
tionally greater role of the army in politics and its continuing influence in the 
Weimar Republic; the intellectual glorification and aestheticization of battle; the 
urge to reverse the outcome of the war; and the rampant extremism and violence 
of the republic’s early and final years. The progression from Alfred von 
Schlieflfens concept of a Vermchtungsschlacht (battle of annihilation) in the early 
1900s to the realities of Vernichtungskrieg (war of extermination) in the 1940s was 
neither inevitable nor entirely fortuitous.;i The German concept of war as an ex
ercise in total destruction emanated from a complex of ideas about the relation
ship between the individual and the collective, postulating the militarization of 
society' and the organization of the state as a tool for waging war.!} Such ideas were 
not foreign to other countries. But in the initial phases of World War II the Nazi 
state employed them with unique ruthlessness. By the end of the war, however, 
all major combatant nations had learned the rules of total destruction. The Third 
Reich was crushed by enemies who had acquired its own methods of waging war, 
and if they did not match the Nazi dedication to extermination, they could mus
ter far greater resources of men and matériel. The devastation of Europe and the 
murder of millions of citizens was testimony to the triumph of the new concept 
of war.

The Nazis gave the veterans a new sense of pride in the war they had lost, and 
promised those who had missed the fighting their share of glory in a future 
struggle for national greatness. Much as racist and eugenicist ideas were crucial
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to its ideology, Nazism must be viewed within the context of the war’s trauma
tizing effects combined with the notion of the new man who sprouted from the 
trenches. All other attempts to endow the carnage of 1914 — 18 with a higher 
meaning were ultimately appropriated and put to political use by the Nazis, and 
no one was more adept at this than Hitler himself. For millions of Germans Hitler 
came to symbolize the unknown soldier of World War I. It is no coincidence that 
during World War II he donned a simple uniform rather than fabricating an elab
orate generalissimo’s costume, thereby underlining his affinity with the Front- 
schweme (“grunts”) on the line. Hitler was the soldier who had come back from 
the dead, from anonymity and oblivion, neglect and abandonment. What men 
such as Field Marshal Hindenburg failed to understand was that this contemptible 
corporal represented for innumerable forgotten soldiers the kind of leader who 
knew what they had been through, spoke their language, shared their phobias and 
prejudices, and proved that it was possible to survive, rise to prominence, and ul
timately wreak vengeance on all those foreign and domestic enemies who had 
brought about the inexplicable catastrophe that had deprived their sacrifice and 
devotion of all sense and meaning. It was the Führer who resurrected Germany’s 
fields of glory by personifying the forgotten soldier and acting out his rage and 
frustration.11

Following Hitler’s so-called seizure of power, the new German Wehrmacht 
began the process of binding together the old Prussian tradition represented 
by Hindenburg and the conservative elite; the technological, technocratic, and 
organizational concepts of such officers as General Erich Ludendorff and his 
ambitious young disciples; the veterans’ ethos of the Kampfgemeinschajt; and 
Hitler’s notion of the “new man," committed to the destruction of Germany’s 
domestic and foreign, political and “biological” ehemies who had allegedly 
stabbed Germany in the back on the brink of victory in 1918. The new leaders 
of the Wehrmacht had all been junior and middle-ranking officers in World War 
I. Devastated by the defeat, doomed to vegetate in unpromising careers in 
Weimar’s tiny professional army, they mostly dreamed of the day of reckoning.M 
Now that their time had come, they were not about to relent. Moreover, they 
rapidly came to believe that as a precondition for victory they had to instill a 
new spirit into their fresh recruits, combining traditional patriotism with Nazi 
teaching, a glorification of war, and a determination to wipe out the enemy at 
home and abroad. ’’

The extraordinary motivation and resilience ol the Wehrmacht during World 
War II was thus a function of its perception of war as an opportunity to reclily 
the errors of 1914 18 and redress the abomination of defeat. But unlike the 
French, who envisioned the next war as a repetition ol the last, German conduct 
took a radic ally different course. For while French war plans were based on a
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prrlcith ration.»I il wholly mistaken analysis of World War I, the German 
tendency to take the myth ol the battle community at lace value contributed in 
no small measure to the Wehrmacht’.s elan.·’" Ami while many practical lessons 
from ISM4 18 were applied to tactics and strategy in World War II, the cmpha 
sis on a tightly knit community of warriors, wholly dedicated to its members and 
to the nation, became a fundamental tenet in the organization and indoctrination 
of the Wehrmacht. Similarly, the prevalent belief that the army had been betrayed 
by the “November criminals” of 1918 introduced a unique brutality and vindic
tiveness to military conduct. Hitler’s repeated references to himself as a front
line soldier, as well as his much-publicized obsession with annihilating real and 
imaginary enemies, had a tremendous influence on the motivation and ruthless
ness of the troops, as manifested by their loyalty and devotion to him until very- 
late in the war as much as by their massive participation in Germany’s policies of 
subjugation, devastation, plunder, and extermination. For Hitler came to repre
sent both the mythologized fathers’ generation of heroic and tragic World War I 
warriors and the hopeless, desperate, and tough Landser of the Third Reich, 
wreaking revenge on a “world of enemies.”77

There is an understandable reluctance to concede that German soldiers 
fought out of conviction, that they truly believed themselves to be part of a glo
rious, “world-historical” undertaking. Many prefer to view them as coerced by a 
dictatorial regime, united by fear of their superiors and enemies, and motivated 
by loyalty to their “primary group” and a sheer will to survive. All such expla
nations have one thing in common—they largely ignore the troops’ own self
perception and understanding of their actions. For one crucial component of the 
reality of war was the manner in which it was perceived and interpreted by those 
who fought it; and the Wehrmacht’s soldiers saw the world through very differ
ent eyes from our own. Our disbelief that acts of atrocity and murder, wanton 
destruction and ruthless plunder, could be perceived as glorious may reflect our 
humanistic sentiments, but it also exposes the limits of our moral universe and 
imagination: the troops’ distorted perceptions cannot be retroactively corrected 
by our own.

If after World War 1 the reality of defeat was repressed by a great deal of talk 
about the community of battle, after 1945 the army’s complicity in criminal ac
tions was obscured by a rhetoric of suffering and victimhood. The conventional 
image that came to dominate German media and scholarship in the early postwar 
decades was of the simple soldier as an increasingly disillusioned victim of cir
cumstances beyond his control, fighting a hopeless battle against unequal odds, 
and in no way responsible for the crimes committed “behind the army’s back” by 
the SS. Speaking of the war as a glorious undertaking became highly unfashion
able, although the fighting against the Red Army always retained a certain aura of 
desperate resistance to evil.78
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Yet during the war things were very different. To be sure, not all the men who 
served in the Wehrmacht sympathized with the regime, and many shared the sen 
tinient of their World War I predecessors that the ample propaganda material 
disseminated to their units was mere “eyewash.” Yet the majority of the troops 
did not fight with such remarkable determination merely as cynical survivalists. 
Rather, as their own letters and diaries, frontline journals, and memoirs clearly 
indicate, they were strongly motivated by an image of battle as a site of glory pre
cisely because it was harsh, pitiless, and deadly.” That their sacrifice was not 
given sufficient public recognition after the w'ar embittered many of them. But 
postwar testimonies and accounts, interviews and oral histories, public and pri
vate encounters have repeatedly demonstrated over the years that veterans still 
cherish their memory of the good and glorious fight and feel offended, chal
lenged, and enraged when it is suggested that they were part of a vast criminal 
undertaking." The longevity of this resistance to the overw helming evidence of 
the Wehrmacht s crimes tells us a great deal about the efficacy of the soldiers’ 
self-perception, their view- of the enemy, and their understanding of Germany’s 
mission in determining their conduct and molding its memory.

In trying the grasp how glory on the battlefield was conceptualized, we must 
understand that conventional distinctions between heroism and comradeship, 
and what we would normally describe as atrocities and war crimes, were not per
ceived in the same manner at the time (although individual soldiers occasionally 
did make such distinctions). Especially during the war against the Soviet Union, 
and in the latter phases of die war also in other parts of Europe, soldiers w'ere told 
and in most cases seem to have believed that fighting enemy troops wras as hon
orable as murdering political commissars, massacring Jews, wiping out villages 
in acts of collective punishment, and shooting outright or starving to death pris
oners of war.As early as 1939 die Wehrmacht’s leadership insisted that the 
honor of the German officer depended on his firm National Socialist bearing 
(Hahung), and as of summer 1941 the implications of this were manifested on 
a vast scale. By the end of the war, Germany’s fields of glory were strewn with 
the corpses of its political and “biological” enemies. Repeatedly exhorted to re
member that this was a war of ideologies aimed at exterminating Judeo- 
Bolshevism, and that taking pity on seemingly innocent victims was tantamount 
to betraying the Volk, the troops came to view their criminal actions as the verv 
essence of military glory, as exacting a just and necessary retribution for past de
feats and humiliations and as ensuring the final victory.

It is true that as the war wore on, anything that smacked of propaganda was 
viewed with suspicion by the troops. But those elements of the regime’s ideol 
ogy and policies that coincided with the views and prejudices internalized by the 
troops even before their conscription were not thought of as propaganda but 
rather as accurate statements about, and actions relevant to, their role and
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mission in the war. lienee soldiers’ letters lo family ami friends described their 
activities at tlu* Iront in almost identical terms to those employed by the re
gime s propaganda. Most revealingly, the troops' perception of the enemy as 
diabolical led them to ascribe their own atrocities lo Bolshevik savagery and 
Jewish criminality, and to portray mass killings of civilians as a glorious final 
reckoning with foes who had been poised to inflict untold barbarities on the 
German Volk. While the army tried lo justify its actions also with conventional 
arguments, citing security concerns, partisan activity, and civilian resistance, 
one is struck by the extent to which soldiers expressed pride and satisfaction in 
finally being able to destroy their enemies, be they soldiers, prisoners, civil
ians- or, provoking the greatest glee—Jewish men, women, and children. It 
was at this point that massacre and glory became synonymous.”

In the case of the SS, the equivalence of genocide and glory was the very core 
of its identity. The motto of the Black Corps was SS-man, Your Honor Is Loy
alty [SS-Mann, Deine Ehre heißt Treue). The German term Treue, which also 
means “faith,” crucially linked personal honor with an unflinching devotion to 
Hitler’s person and Weltanschauung. And since the Führer was said to have or
dered the extermination of the Aryan race’s enemies, perpetrating mass mur
der wras transformed into a glorious enterprise. Heinrich Himmler was well 
aware of the implications of this breathtaking moral inversion. Speaking to SS 
leaders in October 1943, he noted that the glory of the SS consisted of its abil
ity to carry out genocide while remaining clean and decent; the task was not 
merely to kill efficiently but to guard against the damage that such actions may 
cause to the organization’s moral fiber. Hence, while genocide was an honorable 
undertaking, its victims threatened to pollute the SS morally even as they were 
being massacred. In Himmler’s logic, murdering women and children was vir
tuous, making a personal profit from such actions despicable. Precisely because 
both Himmler and his audience knew that in reality organized and unauthorized 
robbery' of the victims was an institutionalized component of the “Final Solu
tion,” Himmler’s rhetoric revealed an awareness of his revolutionary reconcep
tualization of glory well beyond its mundane manifestations. For here was a con
cept whose long-term polluting effects on humanity as a whole cannot be 
overestimated. No amount of erasing the traces by exhuming and cremating the 
murdered, bulldozing the death camps, and planting forests over mass graves 
would purge our moral universe of this redefinition of ethics and decency.u

If World War I had replaced the old notion of chivalry with the sustained in
dustrial killing of nameless soldiers, Nazi Germany invented the glorification of 
systematic industrial killing of civilians. By now, what bound the soldiers to
gether more than their Kampfgemeinschaft and its extension in an ostensible Volks
gemeinschaß was their awareness of belonging to a community of murder, attested to
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implicitly and explicitly both by the leadership of the Reich and by many of its 
citizens and soldiers. With defeat looming on the horizon, the knowledge of 
complicity’ in horrendous crimes only exacerbated fears of ultimate retribution. 
But alongside the bonding effects of shared guilt (accompanied by frantic at
tempts to waive responsibility) came the construction of genocide as a liberat
ing, redemptive act whose centrality' to the salvation of humanity need only be 
recognized by other nations to release the perpetrators from accusations of mur
der: the realization that even in defeat, Germany had purged the world of the evil 
that had threatened its very existence.,s When we speak of the meaning of the 
Holocaust at the beginning of the twenty-first century, we must not allow our 
horror and outrage to obscure the fact that for those who ordered, organized, 
and perpetrated the killing, depravity was transformed into morality, guilt into 
honor, atrocity into heroism, and genocide into redemption. From this perspec
tive, it is the transformation of perceptions and values underlying the glorifica
tion of genocide that we should fear as we enter the new century.16
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A U S C H W I T Z :

T H E  F A D I N G  O F  T H E  

T H E R A P E U T I C  A P P R O A C H

Frank Trommler

When Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich, as practicing psychoanalysts, 
articulated their misgivings about the indifference of Germans towards the vic
tims of National Socialism, they analyzed this phenomenon as an “inability to 
mourn,” a phrase that has become commonplace. The centrality of this phrase 
to the discourse on German repression of guilt is closely linked to the general 
assumption about psychoanalysis and its focus on a hidden past. Speaking about 
the “inability to mourn” provided expert language in a terrain in which moral 
grandstanding, evasiveness, public subterfuge, and private guilt feelings inter
twined. In a country that looked unfavorably upon psychoanalysis, the ac
ceptance of this language represented a breakthrough of sorts—even if the 
diagnosis itself was hardly delivered according to psychoanalytic standard 
practices. As Tilman Moser, a student of the Mitscherlichs’, concluded in a re
cent critical réévaluation of the book The Inability to Mourn,' the authors’ ap
proach turned out to be “a mixture of analytic-cum-therapeutic, political and 
pedagogical attitudes.” Moser suggested that “this was largely inappropriate to 
the task of identifying the actual psychic condition of the ‘generation of cul
prits’ and of encouraging self-recognition and a disposition for change.”2 In 
other words, the Mitscherlichs, lashing out against the moral failures of Ger-
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mans, vented their frustrations rather than providing room for understanding 
and therapy.

Reflecting on the causes and effects of therapeutic language has its problems 
when it involves a country that a few decades earlier had held the world in daily 
suspense with the bombastic rhetoric and heinous politics of its Führer. In fact, 
for a long time such a reflection seemed out of proportion with the needs for re
organizing and policing the Germans, punishing the Nazi perpetrators, prevent
ing a return of nationalism, and initiating democratic reconstruction. Even the 
language of moral reconstruction that gained currency after 1945 and deter
mined the proclamations of public and government officials after the founding of 
the Federal Republic rarely included psychological terms. This language made 
references to the terrible atrocities committed in the German name and included 
the word guilt, but seldom did it invite the population to confront the reality of 
these atrocities and engage in the clarification of specific guilt. The disconnect 
with the work of German psychologists and psychotherapists—a profession 
hardly willing to shed the tainted cloak of collaboration in the Third Reich'—was 
glaringly obvious. The term collective silence,* broadly used for this period, indi
cates the “psychic numbing” (Jay Lifton) that can be found on all sides after a ma
jor catastrophe, but also a willful cover-up of personal and collective responsi
bilities for the crimes of the Nazi regime.

ENCODING THE TOPIC OF THE PERSECUTION OF THE JEWS

When the persecution of the Jews, after a short period of frank discussion in 
1945-47, was publicly debated, it occurred mostly in the language of political 
negotiations, as in the cases of financial restitution to survivors under the telling 
term Wiedergutmachung and the passing in 1952 of the Luxembourg Agreement, 
in which the Federal Republic agreed to pay compensation to the state of Israel.' 
The encoding of the topic in legal language, for which the Nuremberg Trials set 
the tone with the concept of crimes against humanity, gained momentum in the 
late 1950s, when the first major trials against concentration camp guards were 
prepared, culminating in the Auschwitz Trial in Frankfurt in 1963-65. The legal 
language reigned supreme as a public code for approaching Auschwitz for at least 
two decades; it was overwhelmingly beholden to the thinking of the perpetra
tors, their intentions or often indifference, their bureaucratic mindset and ba
nality which Flannah Arendt so shockingly revealed in her report, Eichmann in 
Jerusalem, in 1963. The linguistic cleansing of Nazi language that Doll' Stern 
herger, Gerhard Storz, and W. E. Süskind undertook in the widely read and im
itated articles compiled under the title di« dem Wörterbuch des Unmenschen (1957) 
illuminated the extent to which the Nazi Unmensch was still present. The series
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Newly emerging writers like I leinrieli Holl, Siegfried l.enz, or Alfred 
Amlerseh themali/.ed the cleansing of the language. Ami yet in their elforls to ar
rive at a message of decency and remembrance they rarely left the coniines of the 
existing public code ol moral intentions. Their heroes were meant to symbolize 
the spirit of decency; their stories were meant to mirror a collective experience 
rather than to challenge it. The “taboo against aggressiveness and criticism,”'· 
against polemic and combative discourse which characterized all cultural and 
aesthetic ventures except those directed against Communism represented a
kind of collective convalescence. Its flipside was a Berührungsangst, a fear to touch 
on the facts of mass killings, of the elimination of the Jews from everyday life in 
the most brutal way, of living together with murderers. It might be mentioned, 
though, that in the 1950s these writers did not encounter many Jews in Germany 
who would have shared their experiences for the purpose of literary publication. 
The language of moral reconciliation that Andersch explored without much suc
cess in the Jewish figure of Judith in his novel, Sansibar oder der letzte Grund (1957), 
prevented the confrontation with the hrutal details of Jewish existence. Even 
Jean Amery, the Jewish critic whose reflections on persecution and life in a con
centration camp later became most influential for Andersch and other writers, 
spoke of twenty years of deliberate silence when he published Jenseits von Schuld 
und Sühne in 1966.7

In view of the many forms of silence, both on the side of the victims and that 
of the perpetrators, one might generate more insights by studying how much ef
fort went into preventing the wrong encoding of the Jewish fate in this period. 
The most obvious issue on the German side is the case of anti-Semitism, which 
used to be the favorite code of dealing with Jews and now, though still rampant, 
was to be avoided at all cost.8 How much this amounted to a conscious policy 
became apparent when, in 1959, the newly dedicated synagogue in Cologne 
was desecrated, followed by a wave of similar incidents which led to a public 
outcry and the commitment of schoolchildren and youth groups to clean up 
desecrated cemeteries. The image of German youth erasing the signs of the still- 
existing anti-Semitism is a telling symbol of the state of Vergangenheitsbewälti
gung, as the coming to terms with the Nazi past was labeled in the 1950s. Intent 
upon mollifying the harshness of the human cataclysm by building bridges to 
Jews and Israel, groups of students, educators, and journalists learned to make 
the turn to the younger generation itself a medium of addressing the issues of 
guilt and shame.9 The language of reconciliation through youth did not unsettle 
the reigning paradigms, but it manifested, often in existential or religious 
terms, a general disclosure of guilt.10 It took another decade before the public



encoding of youth meant rebellion against the perpetuation of what was then 
called fascist mentalities.

I might mention another effort at preventing the wrong encoding of the Jew
ish fate: Theodor Adorno’s famous verdict of 1949 against writing poetry after 
Auschwitz." His was only one expression of the taboo against the aesthetic- 
encoding of the mass killings that was widely accepted by the literary elites be
fore Adomo’s rather intimidating formulation gained broader attention in the 
1960s. It is neither surprising that it was an outsider of the literary scene who 
broke through this taboo nor that Adorno attacked him in an open letter for 
choosing the wrong form of mediation. The outsider was Rolf Hochhuth, who 
put Auschwitz on the stage in the fifth act of his widely debated play, The Deputy 
(1963), about the failure of Pope Pius XII to protest the mass murder of Jews. 
Hochhuth made a point of acting out this world event with a number of stage 
heroes which Adorno criticized as inappropriate in the Frankfurter Allgemeine.'} 
Only one year later, another outsider of the German literary scene, the German 
Jewish writer Peter Weiss, chose to present the proceedings of the Auschwitz 
Trial in slightly formalized language onstage. With the documentary style of The 
Investigation (1965), Weiss managed to strike a balance between aesthetization 
and authenticity, which made for an impressive simultaneous premiere in eigh
teen theaters in West and East Germany. Being experienced less as theater than 
a commemorative event about Auschwitz, this form of artistic encoding raised 
less objection and stimulated more attempts to open the topic for literary 
representation.

APPLYING THE THERAPEUTIC CODE TO GERMANY

The 1970s and 1980s were the decades when the separation of the public and the 
private dissolved; in the case of Germany, these boundaries had kept the dis
course on National Socialism and Auschwitz within the confines of a collective 
biography. This development became the ferment for what Adorno postulated in 
1967: that a change in the approach toward Auschwitz could only be expected 
from a “turn to the subject," since the chances to change the political and social 
structures were extremely slim." However, although Adorno invoked the help 
of psychoanalysis for the study of the causes of genocidal behavior, his educa
tional agenda revolved solely around cognition, neglecting the simultaneous 
noncognitivc mode of articulation and expression." It was this mode that in
creasingly mediated the encounter with Auschwitz and its memory. Applying the 
term therapeutic in this connection rellects Philip RiefTs notion ol the Triumph of 
the Therapeutic" in the conllict between moral ami aesthetic attitudes toward ex
perience, to which Richard Sennett added important insights about the increas
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ing domm.iiue ol the private over tin* public, transforming politics into a mode 
ol therapeutic indulgence."’ This transformation was carried out in Germany 
mainly l>y the sons ami daughters of tlu· war gnu-ration. They are in the tenter ol 
what I tall the therapeutic approach to the Holocaust, as the Nazi genocide 
against the Jew's was called alter the airing of the TV series Holocaust in 1979.’'

The fading of this approach occurred w'ilh increasing distance to the events, 
leading to a new cultivation of memory. Due to the fact that a third generation 
after 1945 does not have any direct contact with the fateful involvement in the 
exclusion and persecution of Jews, the understanding of memory has changed 
from remembering experiences under and after Nazism, during and after the 
war,1* to a mental agenda for those who do not remember. This does not make 
their approach to Auschw'itz less serious or less a reflection of German responsi
bilities. On the contrary, after the unification of the two German states in 1990, 
memorialization of the Holocaust has been recognized as an official part of the 
new all-German (gesamtJeutsch) identity. The transition of this issue, however, 
from a subject of shame and evasion to an almost proudly demonstrated wound 
in the national body politic hardly signals the deepening of mourning. As shown 
by the willingness of audiences to accept the devastating charge of eliminationist 
anti-Semitism that Daniel Goldhagen presented in 1996/97,^ it takes three gen
erations to embrace collective guilt, yet it is the embrace of something outside 
of one’s own biography. ’0

It is ironic that at a time when Freud’s influence on psychiatry and intellectual 
and academic life steadily declined since the high-water mark in the 1950s,’1 his 
presence in Holocaust studies tremendously expanded. His texts “Remember
ing, Repeating, and Working-Through” of 1914 and “Mourning and Melancho
lia” of 1917 achieved nearly iconic status for the study of survivors, perpetrators, 
and their children. It might not be without significance that Freuds stock came 
to rank higher among literary scholars and cultural critics than among psychoan
alysts and psychologists. The clinical work with patients requires a set of data and 
practices that relegates the exegesis of such texts to the level of mere exam ques
tions, whereas the texts begin to shine in the hands of the literary scholar who 
operates within discourses of representation that assign to the individual both 
particular and symbolic value. The distinction between “working through” and 
“acting out” as crucial factors in coming to terms with the repressed past became 
an imaginative tool for the study of the representation of the Holocaust which in
cludes personal testimonies as well as aesthetic artifacts.

Although the Mitscherlichs complained that their book, The Inability to 
Mourn, failed to awaken the Germans to a more trenchant encounter with the 
repressed past, their impact on the public discourse was enormous. Elevating 
“mourning” and “working through" to maxims of collective responsibility, they
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injected Freudian formulas into the national discourse that still carried weight 
when the psychological costs of unification were counted in 1990. Instrumen- 
talizing the code of collective repression and working-through, an influential 
meeting between East and West German scholars in Berlin in 1992 left no doubt 
that the coming together of two Germanics would have to go through another 
round of working through the past. Under the title Erinnern, Wiederholen, Durch
arbeiten: Zur Psycho-Analyse deutscher Wenden,” the conference volume documents 
the Freudian impact on the unification discourse. Omnipresent is the experi
ence of guilt, resonating with Günter Grass’s much-criticized plea against unifi
cation on account of the crimes of Auschwitz. In 1990, Grass transferred the 
code of repression onto the relationship between West and East Germany: “Do 
we w'ant to repress now, too (being masters at repressing) how the smaller Ger
man state was weighed down, far more than is just, with the burden of a lost 
war?”** The therapeutic approach to national issues led to harsh reactions in 
many political quarters. While the language of the new unification could hardly 
be compared with that of Bismarck’s unification in 1871, its permeation with 
therapeutic concerns made it completely incompatible and infuriated the con
servative Right. These concerns still resonated in the debates about a national 
memorial for the victims of the Holocaust in Berlin. The return of the German 
government to the former capital in 1999 added urgency to this official marker 
of national shame and historical remembrance. The criticism that the issue of a 
memorial had become a compensatory measure had itself a therapeutic ring.

Foreign reactions to the developments in Germany, especially around the is
sue of unification, projected their own versions of the therapeutic code. They 
helped formulate the misgivings about Germany’s uneven, often disconcerting 
treatment of the Holocaust in a simple language of individualization of crime, re
morse, and rehabilitation. In the United States, earlier versions had opened the 
interventionist discourse on Nazi Germany toward a psychological, even psy
choanalytical approach. After Germany had been personified in the crude rheto
ric of World War I as the villain of civilization, the therapeutic code came into a 
new, more medically charged usage before and during World War II when Na
tional Socialism was referred to as a self-inflicted infection and Richard Brick- 
ner’s study, Is Germany Incurable? (1943), initiated numerous public discussions. 
Hrickner asserted that Germany’s paranoia “is not used here as an epithet, but as 
a responsible medical diagnosis”’* Pondering the “German Enigma,’”' scholars 
like Erich Fromm, Erik Erikson, and Kurt Lewin pursue«! hidden causes for the 
barbaric crimes in family structures, social attitudes, child rearing, and lifestyle 
While the reference to mourning and working through belongs t«> a later phase, 
Freudian concepts entered the discussion of (¡ermany as a “case" long before 
I94S. Thi»ugh it raised the suspicion of the politicians, therapeutic strategies lor
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tin- “treatment" of Germany represent a «nntinuily l»y themselves, a long 
standing feature of international discourse.

INSTRIIMI N IAI l/INti AUSCHWITZ 

At» AIN ST Till NUCI I Alt 1101 OCAIIST

Although the Mitscherlichs affected the public discourse mainly by their so· 
ciopsychological agenda in which Germans appear as a collective/'· they built 
their arguments on the rellection of individual cases (as few as they actually in
cluded in their hook). In fact, much of their frustration about the inability to 
mourn stemmed from their perception of the missing pressure and articulation 
of psychic pain (Leidensdruck) on the part of individuals in the country of the per
petrators. If there was a potential for therapeutic engagement with the older gen
eration in the two decades after the war, neither they nor other psychoanalysts 
seemed to have found the key. Later observers had legitimate doubts whether the 
German members of the profession would have been adequately equipped to 
handle these cases/7

The most predisposed group of patients belonged to the generation that 
followed the war generation. In her study, Nationalsozialismus in der “zweiten Gen
eration" (1989), Anita Eckstaedt has documented the extent to which the psy
chological dependencies on National Socialism have afflicted the "second gen
eration.” A more comprehensive study would have to account for the various 
constellations in which memories of and references to the persecution of Jews 
reappear in reports about childhood and family by members of this generation, 
often combined with an overuse of the term trauma/* This terrain is much less 
researched than the psychological recovery of the second generation of Holo
caust survivors/v Within the German context, the discussion tends to lead to 
questions about the usefulness of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy or, more of
ten, to debates about the generational afflictions and upheavals which have pro
duced an uneasy transfer between individual and collective arguments. It is in 
this connection that the reference to Auschwitz—the Holocaust—became a 
catalyst for expressing special moral obligations that neither the language of fam
ily histories nor that of war memories evoked. Associated with the experience of 
victimization and horror, Auschwitz produced emotional scenarios which, with 
the appropriate stimulation from present concerns, were acted out in the public 
arena.

What happened in the late 1970s and early 1980s resembles the slow focus
ing of a camera on an object that had been known but not clearly seen in its 
threatening details.10 The breakthrough came with the American TV series Holo
caust, which was aired in Germany in 1979 and provoked a tremendous reaction,
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especially among younger people." The scries appeared at the end of a dec ade 
that had seen the denouements and emotional voids caused by frustrated at 
tempts at social change, including a challenge from the side of committed ter
rorists. Its reflection in the 1977 film Deutschland im Hcrbst (Germany in autumn) 
exposed the mood of hysteria and fear that penetrated every-day life in West Ger
many. When Michael Rutschky, a cultural critic, defined the emotional voids as 
Erfahrungshunger, a craving for experience and emotional immersion, he pointed 
to the fact that many of the rebels of 1968 had previously engaged in the genera
tional accusation of their parents as Nazis or collaborators. ”

The harrowing story of the Jewish middle-class family Weiss in the TV series 
Holocaust provided an opportunity to distinguish, sympathize, and identify with 
the individual victims of Nazi society, the structures of which had continued to 
shape family life after 194S. Only the publication of the Diary of Anne Frank had 
given a similar reference for a personal engagement with the issue of the perse
cution of Jews. But unlike in the 1950s, when the story of the victim Anne Frank 
lacked a projective dimension for personal application, the TV series produced 
a sense of affiliation with the victims which a sizable segment of the second gen
eration, clued into the language of terror and pain, acted out, most dramatically 
toward the rapidly escalating anxieties vis-a-vis the nuclear threats in the early 
1980s."

As a symbol for the barbarism that bourgeois society had allowed to happen, 
Auschwitz was painted on a large canvas together with other symbolsof cap
italist inhumanity, most prominently the Vietnam War and the imperialistic ex- 
ploitation of the Third World, and increasingly, awed by the nuclear confronta- 
tion of the superpowers in the early 1980s. with md thf il.mpei-s of a
nuclear Holocaust, as it was called. The fact that the psychological fallout from 
the renewed escalation of the Cold War was particularly heavy among Ger
mans—H>othinthtrWbstandtfieEast^3rewrinte^ seldom
led to a deeper exploration of the psychological predicament for the apocalyptic 
susceptibility.u The protest movement against NATO’s double-track decision to 
station intermediate-range missiles on Germanterritory engaged in a campaign 
of nudear"anxiety and victimhood that surpassed all fear tactics of the peace 
movement in other countries. Accusing Reagan’s America of triggering a new 
phase of superpower confrontation, German protesters—about three hundred 
thousand at a rally in Bonn in 19fi 1 —conjured Germany as the sure victim of the 
nuclear deterrents on both sides. In both German states, they elicited an unusu 
ally broad response to their appeal to hidden Tears of catastrophe and dcstruc- 
tion, a response which, in its intense identification with the victimization by the 
atomic bomb··— Hiroshima --- reflected the urge to measure up to another vie
Hmi jatioiTthal hy| ti in  home. The, rather Sell rigKtCOUS
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buildup«*t \ u iimlitiiul in tlu* ral ly I 9H0s ‘\vi· an· more llie viclii»» than other* 
ho .»use live at tin· Ironl line of tin* nuclear lloloiau.tt” was on«· of the say 
mgs sitius to betray tlu· intensity with which a generation that l«-lt trapped hy 
the devastating legacy of the war generation was working through unsettled guilt 
feelings. Hiroshima and, after 198b, C'hernohyl, provided the emotional cata 
lysis lor reliving the viclimhond of jews in an identification that was to provide 
both absolution and a new self-consciousness, even sell esteem in the universal 
world of victimhood. The demonstrators of the massive campaign against build 
ing the Runway west at the Frankfurt Airport are reported to have shouted to 
ward the police: “The Jews w'cre gassed in the gas chambers, we in the street1 · 

It would take more than a short essay to sort out the different*components 
of this mixture of aggression and projected victimhood, which also contained 
traces of anti-Semitism. A whole chapter would have to be devoted to the 
aggressive stance of the German--and European Left against Israel in the 
1970s.'h The public use of Auschwitz for the politics of Angst in the escalat
ing nuclear conf rontation after 1980 was a reflection of deeper psychological 
struggles that created a sense of urgency and foreboding. Without its emotional 
drama neither the Bitburg episode17 nor President Richard von Weizsäcker’s plea 
at the fortieth anniversary oi the end of World War II in 1985"* would have be
come such landmarks in the official efforts to come to terms with the Nazi past. 
When, shortly thereafter, the historians began their dispute (the Historikerstreu) 
about “normalizing” German history—by contextualizing Auschwitz with other 
genocides and mass terror—they were obviously less motivated by new schol
arly discoveries than by the desire of conservative colleagues to encode the per
secution of Jews in new, more acceptable ways. Aftershocks of the emotional 
earthquake of the early 1980s unsettled the German publieduring the Gulf War 
in 1991, when public opinion split over the rejection of war and the need to side 
with Israel against the Arab aggressor.

NO GERMAN CULTURE OF MOURNING?

Was this confused but energetic immersion into the experience of victimhood 
just an “acting out” in the Freudian sense, or did it advance to a “working through" 
as part of remembering? An acting out it was, whether in the Freudian sense or 
not. The difference from the repressive mood of the war generation from whom 
the Mitscherlichs had expected signs of mourning could not have been bigger. A 
whole wave of memory literature about the fathers (Vaterliteratur) by authors like 
Christoph Meckel, Peter Hiirtling, and Ruth Rehmann in the late 1970s por
trayed the moral and emotional immobilization of the war generation and left 
no doubts as to how much the mental code of stoic endurance through war,
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death, cruelty, and hardship had stifled the emotional growth of the sccorn 
e ration. “Even the deaths of those whom they held most dear were to be accepted J 
without grieving,” stated Michael Schneider in an incisive essay on the genera- I 
tional difference. Schneider asserted: *

If the generation of the fathers had manically defended itself against sor
row, melancholy, depression, and all the emotional problems which went 
along with it, the present generation is made up of little else. The earlier 
generation forced itself to “stick in there no matter w'hat may come,” first 
during the Third Reich and then in the subsequent period of reconstruc
tion. The ability of their children to tolerate frustration in their political 
undertakings as well as their personal relationships seems to have sunk to 
an all-time low —they were able to hold their collective outburst of 1968 
together for little more than two or three years, and they are now de
spairing of their own “principle of hope" when they have only just discov
ered ¡t.'·*

Schneiders juxtaposition might be somewhat schematic, yet it helps locate the 
therapeutic code within the different generational experiences. Since the focus 
of this essay is on the German attitudes toward the Holocaust and not on the 
Freudian agenda itself, its broader perspective can help define the intergen- 
erational dialectic. This perspective registers not only the dynamics of the 
emotional rebellion of the second generation but also the fact that the mental 
self-immobilization of the war generation is more directly affected by other psy
chological reactions than a mere Freudian agenda might perceive.

There can be no dispute that the main motivation for silence in the period of 
“psychic numbing” was the determination to suppress feelings of guilt and re
sponsibility. More specifically, the insistence upon not having known much about 
the deportation of Jews, whether accurate or not, which surfaced much before 
1945, reflected the strategy of trying to remain ignorant as much as possible in 
order to salve one’s conscience.40 But there was a factor that the Mitscherlichs » 
seem to have unduly ignored. Although their decision to link the inability to 
mourn the loss of Hitler with the inability to mourn the victims of National So
cialism41 was never fully convincing, the authors seemed to have reason for this 
conjunction, as it supported the notion that a culture of mourning constitutes a 
prerequisite for remembering and working through a catastrophic loss. What 
they left undiscussed, however, defines an important current in German social, 
cultural, and emotional history since World War 1: the fact that Germans were 
deeply drawn into a culture of mourning before 1945. This involvement stemmed 
from the lost First World War and was magnified by the Nazis and their cult of 
the dead, culminating in the propaganda featuring Stalingrad as the greatest
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s.u rilin' <>l lile lor tin· nation. This cult, devoid of psychoanalytical theory yet lull 
ot psyi hotluTapcutic strategies aiul practices, became elfei live under war c on 
ditions, though it eventually led to the powerful realization that not only the 
battle lot Stalingrad but the whole war Ijrked any redeeming qualities.

In his study ol the war dead, l-allen Soldiers Reshaping the Memory of the World 
Mun. George Mosse has shown the immense social investment in the public 
display of mourning everywhere in Europe, calling the war cemeteries sacred 
spaces of a new “civic religion.”4' Having learned to manipulate a therapeutic re 
spouse to the violence they created,4* the Nazi leadership decided to apply to 
the disaster in Stalingrad a cathartic corrective on the German population. 
Goring said at a Wehrmacht rally on January 30, 1943, when the battle ol Stal
ingrad w as practically over, “One day the history of our own times will read that 
‘should you come to Germany, then report that you have seen us lighting in Stal 
ingrad as the law, die law of national safety, commanded.’ . . . (IJt is ultimately 
a matter of indifference to the soldier whether he fights and dies in Stalingrad or 
Rzhev, in the deserts of Africa or the snows of Norway.”*4 In his propaganda, 
Goebbels did his utmost to give meaning to the disaster. “His campaign reached 
an emotional intensity that exceeded even the victory celebrations of the sum
mer and fall of 1941,” as Jay Baird stated in his analysis of the myth of Stalin
grad.4' The radio broadcast of the special announcement of the fall of Stalingrad 
opened with solemn marches, followed by drumrolls and three stanzas of one 
of the saddest German w'ar songs, “Ich hatt’ einen Kameraden.” Then came the 
announcement, followed by the German, Italian, and Croat national anthems. 
Three minutes of silence ended with Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, and a three- 
day period of mourning was ordered.

In the Nazi effort to squeeze out of the act of mourning a catalytic effect for 
the morale of the German population, Stalingrad became the crucial event, 
though not as planned. The therapeutic intent of the Stalingrad myth was to take 
everybody through the war to the bitter end, thereby evoking in the survivors the 
feeling of obligation and determination. When, shortly thereafter, Hitler erased 
the topic of Stalingrad, where a whole army had vanished from public view and 
the population was left only with rumors which fanned its worst fears, it became 
obvious that this kind of mourning had only thinly disguised the complete sense
lessness of the loss. It was long before the end of the war that most Germans 
learned to discard obvious acts of mourning, designed to recover a sense of 
meaningfulness, as purely ritualistic.

One might add that not only the numbed silence regarding the experience of 
war and death but also the concentration on the existential moment—the pres
ent—as the only moment of accountability had its origins long before 1945, 
confirming Walter Benjamins dictum about the survivors of the battlefields of
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World War 1, who had “grown silent- not richer, but poorer in communicable 
experience."4'’ In his novel Stalingrad, considered by many contemporaries the 
best novel about World War II in Europe, Theodor Plievier clearly did not want 
to restate Erich Maria Remarque’s therapeutic narrative of the war to end all 
wars, All Quiet on the Western Front. Instead Plievier settled on a statement about 
the senselessness of the battle and the war in general. His sober epic account with 
its overwhelming details from the Russian winter influenced the disillusioned 
war literature of the 1950s, although it did not prevent the rise and frequent 
dominance of the self-pitying tone with which Wolfgang Borchert and Heinrich 
Boll shaped the literary image of the German soldier as a victim.

Self-pity was not limited to the writers, however. It became the reigning 
mode after the end of the war. Rejecting a cult of mourning does not mean to j 
forgo self-pity. Everyone turned into a victim, preferably by the Nazis, and this | 
included the Nazis themselves. Bestowing the qualification of victim to most of 
the Germans brought together the deserving as well as the undeserving and 
helped prolong the indifference to the Jews that had been systemic before 1945. 
As World War II had drawn a great percentage of the civil population into the 
deadly warfare, the practice of counting the actions against the Jews as part of 
war was continued long after the killing machine of Auschwitz and other death 
camps had been revealed as a particular if not the crucial project of the Nazis. 
Even if special consideration was extended to the Jewish victims, German vic
tims were brought into the picture. When the Bundestag debated the final shape 
of the treaty with Israel, initiatives were put on the agenda to also address the 
problems of Germans fleeing from East Germany and of those expelled from 
eastern Europe.47 The Cold War enabled German atrocities in Eastern Europe to 
be subsumed under warfare, at least in the eyes of large segments of the popula
tion. The suffering and elimination of the Jews in the eastern camps receded into 
an increasingly shadowy perception of the war.

Still, while self-pity abounded, a culture of mourning did not emerge, could 
not emerge, unlike the aftermath of World War I. In view- of the atrocities per
petrated by Germans, the strictures were manifold, both emotional and politi
cal, individual and collective. Neither the demise of millions of Germans on their 
flight from the East in 1945 nor the loss of six hundred thousand civilians in 
air raids4" became catalysts for big national campaigns of remembrance. Their 
legacy shifted mainly to the domain of the legislature and the social administra 
tion. The same is true for other war-related disasters, in particular the rape of al
most two million women by soldiers of the Allied forces in 1945. The rapes were 
completely extinguished from public memory.4" Michael Schneider’s assessment 
of the emotional immobilization of the war generation helps us understand the 
extent t<i which the silence represented both avoidance anti a kind of adjustment
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t«> mass «hath within tin· prt-«li«aim-iit ol family and bourgroi» life that had begun 
h*ng Ih-Ioiv 194 5.'" Hut then* is still more to In· rrdisrovrml and brought ha« Ic 
mlo tin· ilisv«»urses ol loss, |>ain, and mourning of tin· following generalmms.

TOWARD AI Mill TU HI I’ltl SI NTATION

Speaking about a eo«le a system ol symbols used to send messages, as the deli 
nit ion goes runs the risk of implying that the mediation supersedes the reality 
«>1 an event. Hut this is more or less what has happened in recent decades. The 
mediation of Auschwitz increasingly became the reality of the event, as was con 
firmed in the worldwide appreciation for Steven Spielberg’s movie Schindler\ List 
in 199}. The most incisive moment for asserting the importance of a new un 
derstanding came when the TV series Holocaust led to the preponderance of the 
term Holocaust over the words Auschwitz, and Judenvernichtung. Different from the 
sacrificial connotation of Holocaust, the word Auschwitz, always retained its link 
to the locality of mass death in eastern Europe. The same holds true for the 
word Judenvernichtung, which Omer Bartov called the definitive German term, 
“since it describes the Event with unadorned clarity, not to say brutality.”’’1 Using 
the term Holocaust enabled the Germans to encode the organized elimination of 
Jews by its former government as a verbal and therefore mental unit which pro
jects an inner telos beyond the catastrophic implosion of innumerable scenes 
of inhumanity. As tile real, yet unfathomable event becomes the Holocaust, its 
representational identity provides an ever-renewable presence within which 
identification with the victims can be instant. Psychic intensity dominates over 
documentary' recovery of history—even in the instruction in schools.’·’ It pro
vides more accessible exposure and has been embraced by the media and pop
ular culture.41 The aesthetics of devotional distance for which Adorno articu
lated the most poignant agenda remained a domain of high culture, at times even 
defined it.

When Saul Friedländer, in his widely discussed Reßections of Nazism: Essay on 
Kitsch and Death, defined “a new discourse” about Nazism that emerged in the 
1970s, he located its base in the “psychological dimension,” which stimulated the 
“aesthetic reelaboration” in the films by Marcel Ophuels (The Sorrow and the Pity), 
Hans-Jürgen Syberberg (Hitler—ein Film aus Deutschland), Rainer Werner Fass
binder (Uli Marken), and Luchino Visconti (The Damned); the novel The Ogre by 
Michel Tournier; and other works.44 Friedländer ’s analysis of the new encoding 
of Nazism, superseding established ideological, political, and economic argu
ments, illuminates the representational turn in the 1970s:

It seems logical. . . to suppose, a priori, that a new discourse on Nazism 
will develop at the same level of phantasms, images, and emotions. More



than ideological categories, it is a matter of rediscovering the durability of 
these deep-seated images, the structure of these phantasms common to 
both right and left.’'

Although the therapeutic reelaboration aims at working through earlier life ex
periences, it shares with the aesthetic rcelaboration the cathartic use of images 
and phantasms. Friedlander’s reflections illuminate the effects of the Erfahrung- 
shunger, as Michael Rutschky called the craving for life experience in the 1970s. 
These effects entail emotional and aesthetic encounters with fascism that in
clude, often hidden or masked, those with the Holocaust. In his endeavor to ex
plain the conjoining of Kitsch and death, Friedlander reverts, without mention
ing Freud, to an insight in Civilization and Its Discontent:

Modern society and bourgeois order are perceived both as an accomplish
ment and as an unbearable yoke. Hence this constant coming and going 
between the need for submission and the reveries of total destruction, 
between love of harmony and the phantasms of apocalypse, between the 
enchantment of Good Friday and the twilight of the gods.5,1

These tensions stimulate aesthetic elaborations but require answers that in
volve our whole psychological makeup. Or so Freud would intimate. The break
through of therapeutic language in dealing with Auschwitz can be traced to emo
tional needs, free-floating feelings of guilt, a craving for victimhood, suppressed 
anti-Semitism, nuclear Angst, and a sense of working-through a repressed past. 
Its manifold expressions often touch upon the aesthetic code which Friedlander 
analyzed. Anselm Kiefer’s ascent to world renown as a painter in the 1980s was 
clearly based on his ability to endow' his oversized landscapes with a distinctly 
German flavor of transgression and affliction.

Speaking about the fading of the therapeutic approach cannot conclude with
out the realization that the notion of therapy implies the expectation of healing. 
While codes of understanding and communication fade and are superseded by 
other codes, the therapeutic process aims at a transformation, if not a closure. 
The Freudian notion of working through, instrumental for the subject of this 
chapter, generates expectations of completion for which aesthetic works have 
become more and more important as signposts.'7 Aesthetic works, redesigning 
and reemploying phantasms, images, and emotions both from the victims’ and 
the perpetrators’ sides, take the place of living memories, transposing redemp
tive projections into the realm of the aesthetic. As the sphere of representation 
still fosters spiritual innovation in this culture of memento, it assures more re
sistance, though often trivial and pretentious, against forgetting than the upkeep 
ofmemorials which will be on the agenda of future generations. Fora short while
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in tin· |99().s, it sccnu-il an if the lorurpt of German culture refashioned itself in 
nTi-icme to Auschwitz, drawing on the emotional and inoral intensity ol this 
legacy above and beyond the endeavors to create new cultures in East and West 
alter World War II. The recoiling of the legacy of Auschwitz in cultural terms did 
not express a lessening of interest hut rather a shift toward public representation.

And yet, the strength of the expectation ol closure and healing should not be 
underestimated. It can easily be mixed up with the desire among Germans to 
“close” the case of the persecution of Jews. This happened when Martin Walser, 
in his Peace Prize speech at the Frankfurt Book Fair of 1998, complained about 
the fact that Auschwitz was still “instrumentalized" as “a permanent exhibit of 
our shame ”SH His frustration might not have been so pointed if he had not en
gaged earlier with such intensity in the topics of guilt and moral indifference. 
Having done in the 1960s more than most German writers of his generation to 
admonish his audience to face Auschwitz, Walser seems to have vented, with 
equal energies, his frustration about the fact that his plight has not led to re
demption. There has been an assumption that Germans of the second generation 
can “repair.” Many had an unwritten agenda for redemption, if not of the parents 
and the country then at least of themselves. In the 1990s it became dear that 
there is no restitution of an earlier normality,“’ or a closure concerning the en
counter with Auschwitz.
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T H E  M A S S A C R E  A T  B U D Y

Deborah Dwork

In the midst of a heated discussion about the importance of gender as a Factor in 
historical analysis of the Holocaust, the perspicacious historian Marion Kaplan 
turned in frustration to the equally sharp historian Steve Aschheim.

“Steve! If you had been one of the Jews hauled out of the cattle cars at the rail
road siding in Birkenau, would you prefer to have been a woman or a man?”

“I would not have wanted to be there at all,” he replied.1 
Aschheim was correct, or course. No one would have wanted to be there. 

But, as a historian, Kaplan had gone further. Her aim was to challenge the 
boundaries of analysis and, as far as Aschheim and many others that day were 
concerned, both to think the unthinkable and to articulate the unspeakable. As
chheim s central point was that the Jewish identity of the victims was of para
mount and singular importance. It superseded and overwhelmed all other fac
tors; indeed, to focus on any other characteristic was tantamount to, or a genre 
of, denial of the essence of the Holocaust. Kaplan’s point, with which I agreed, 
was that focusing on individual characteristics of the victims, such as age, social 
class, degree of religious observance, political affiliation, or gender, augmented 
our understanding of the murderous process we call the Holocaust.

For my part, I wondered how Aschheim had come, inadvertently, to adopt the
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Germans’ view of the Jews: the only thing that mattered about these human be
ings was that they were “Jews.” How was it that a fine historian would reduce the 
whole of each victimized person to one salient characteristic? Is it appropriate— 
indeed, is it even useful—to see the victims solely as the Germans did? I certainly 
was not interested in such an enterprise. Indeed, the purpose of my own work 
was to explore and analyze the interior and exterior daily lives of Jewish children 
during the Holocaust; of the people who sought to rescue them; of the people— 
mostly German and mostly male— who, step by step, established and enlarged 
Auschwitz until it became the epicenter of the Judeocide; of the refugees from 
Nazi Europe and the displaced persons thereafter.} If the goal of historical en
quiry is nuanced understanding, I did not find the flattening of the victims 
(“Jews”), or the rescuers (“Righteous Gentiles”), or the perpetrators (“Nazis”) 
helpful.

Significantly, the historians who balked at gendered analyses were not dis
turbed by the consideration of age. Evidently, age is perceived as a neutral factor 
of demarcation; no one questions or is troubled by it. But age was not the only 
important marker in the lives of the European Jews: culture, class, gender, and 
so on also figured into their experiences. From the Nazi German perspective, all 
Jews in occupied Europe were slated for death. But the months and years on the 
road to that end were not experienced by the Jews themselves in an identical 
fashion. For many, the road itself was not identical. The lives of Jewish girls and 
boys, and women and men were colored and were shaped by their gender, just as 
they were colored and shaped by their age, culture, degree of religious obser
vance, or political affiliation. This is obvious and this is dear.

What is not so obvious and not so clear is the ways in which interpretations 
of events also were—and are—colored and shaped bv gendered suppositions 
and ideas. This chapter is thus rooted in a triple interest: the daily lives of Jewish 
women during the war, the history of Auschwitz, and the way we think about and 
write history.

Helen Tichauer-Spitzer was one of the first twenty thousand Slovakian Jews 
to be deported from her homeland in 1942; half, Helen among them, were sent 
to Auschwitz-Birkenau, the rest were shipped to Majdanek. “The order came 
four weeks prior to the end of March,” Helen recalled. “End of February. They 
printed large placards which were pasted on kiosks. No written invitation. They 
announced that Jewish girls, unmarried, I think it was fifteen or sixteen through 
forty-five or fifty, were ordered to assemble on a certain date. It was the 21st of 
March, I remember, on a Monday” |sic|.1

Helen understood that nothing good would come of this, but “the order said 
that if you don’t report, your parents will be taken instead. So it was a little bit 
of a tricky business. Nobody wanted to sacrifice their parents. If I would have
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uiiili'rukcii l«» escape I«» llw neighboring countries, the parents would he taken 
iiisle.ul."'

I lelen. however, seemed to have another option. Slu· wan a sign writer, and 
her “employer, who was German, decided to ask lor an exemption because there 
was a shortage ol manpower in the profession "The employer was successful, the 
exemption "was signed; it was ready.” But “ it was that bloody Monday which was 
the turning point in my life. I had to leave lor the collection point early in the 
morning, before office time, so I could not go to my employer and collect the 
permission. 1 still bad to leave because if I wouldn’t have reported at the gather
ing point, they would have picked up my parents. It was a very tricky business. It 
was bad luck. One day difference and I could have stayed.”'

Helen reported to “the gathering point, an empty ammunition factory near 
the railway station," where she was kept until Saturday morning. When another 
999 people had been assembled, the Slovak Hlinka guards loaded them onto a 
train, squeezing them into boxcars. “The journey took one day, one night, and 
late in the afternoon of the next day we arrived. We arrived on a Sunday.” The 
train stopped “in an open field before the [Auschwitz] railway station. We had to 
leave everything behind. They marched us to the main gate. I went through the 
Arbeit macht frei gate.”'’

Helen Spitzer had not been deported to be murdered in Auschwitz. In March 
1942, Belzec had just gone into operation, and Sobibor would follow a month 
later. These were planned sites to actualize Judeocide, and the Jews transported 
to these facilities for death were doomed from the moment they were picked up 
for transport. Helen and her ten thousand compatriots were not slated for im
mediate death, however. It was their fate to be shipped to Auschwitz to achieve 
another Nazi objective: ethnic cleansing. Ethnic cleansing was a major program 
of the Nazi state. From the moment the National Socialists came to power, they 
pursued a policy of “homecoming” (as they saw it) for ethnic Germans. It was 
their aim to bring Volksdeutsche who had been living outside the borders of Ger
many, primarily in the countries of eastern Europe, back to the greater Reich, 
while simultaneously deporting “undesirables” such as Poles and Jews. The Ger
man-Soviet division of Poland in September 1939 gave them an opportunity to 
realize those goals. The Volksdeutsche in the east who would have come under the 
jurisdiction of the Soviet Union were, with Russian cooperation, to be repatri
ated in the west and resettled on the newly gained land in Poland. Within eigh
teen months a total of some 490,640 ethnic Germans were relocated to greater 
Germany. The great majority of these Volksdeutsche were farmers, and they were 
given the farms of Poles deported to the General Government.7

One of the resettlement areas was the area around Auschwitz, which was in
corporated into the Greater Reich after the Germans conquered Poland in Sep
tember 1939. Deportation of the Polish population just south of Auschwitz be



gan in September 1940, and resettlement of the ethnic Germans continued un
til June 1941

But the ethnic Germans needed more than land to prevail; their success de
pended on the practical support they would receive. They had to be educated 
about local conditions and provided with livestock. Heinrich Himmler, Reich 
commissioner for the consolidation of the German nation as well as head of the 
SS empire, suggested the creation of estates to provide training for the farmers 
and to house nurseries. It was his idea to use the already existing concentration 
camp at Auschwitz, originally established to incarcerate recalcitrant Poles, to 
house a large agricultural support center. Indeed, Himmler decided that the ag
ricultural support center would employ most of the camp s projected population 
of ten thousand Polish inmates. The metamorphosis of the camp into an agricul
tural estate worked by slaves caught his fancy.’

Himmler’s ambitions for the camp did not stop there. From month to month, 
from December 1940 until July 1942, his plans for Auschwitz became increas- 
ingly grand. Not only would he create a German agricultural utopian commu
nity; he would recreate Auschwitz as a German town, building schools, theaters, 
sports complexes, and a solid German town hall, which is still used today. To ac
tualize this elaborate urban project, Himmler needed even more slaves, and the 
projected inmate population increased to one hundred thousand. A new sector 
of the camp was to be opened near the village of Brzezinka, or Birkenau, to ac
commodate them.10

Initially, Soviet prisoners of war were designated to be those slave workers. 
After Germany invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, Himmler offered to 
take Russian prisoners of war off the army’s hands, and the generals accepted 
gratefully. In October, ten thousand POWs were shipped to Auschwitz to 
begin construction of the Birkenau camp, but as the Germans provided them 
with neither food nor shelter, almost all the men had died of starvation, dis
ease, or exposure by February 1942. Himmler was desperate. There was a lot 
of work to do in Auschwitz, and no more Soviets would be coming his way. 
Reich Marshall Hermann Goering had gained control over all prisoners of war, 
and on January 8 he announced that the Russians would be assigned to the war 
industry. Himmler had to look elsewhere, and his eye fell on the Jews. There 
was no place for Jews in the German utopia he envisioned, but he could not 
build it without them. A group of Jews who could be assembled and moved 
quickly had to be secured."

The Jews of Hitler’s client state of Slovakia htted the bill. As the historian 
Yehuda Bauer has explained, in 1940 the German government had compelled 
the rulers of their client state of Slovakia, Monsignor Josef Tiso and Professor 
Vojterh Tuka, to agree to send 120,000 Slovak workers to the labor strapped 
Reich The Slovaks regretted this arrangement and dragged their feet. In the late
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Miiniiu'i ol 1941 tin- Germans demanded the immediate transfer of 20,000 
workers. Asked if they would lake 20,(MX) Slovak Jews, the Germans declined.

I iso and Tuka continued to hold out. In the hope that the German* would take 
Jews instead of Christiana, they concentrated the 90,000 Slovakian Jews in large 
labor camps and ghettos. In January 1942 they again offered the German Labor 
Ministry 20,000 strong, young Jews for work in Germany. By then, Himmler 
needed slave laborers in the east, and the Germans accepted: 10,000 were to In- 
sent to Auschwitz and 10,000 to Majdanek.1'

Helen Spitzer’s transport of Slovak Jewish women was destined for Birkcnau, 
but there had been a delay in the Germans’ building schedule and far fewer bar
racks had been constructed than they had planned. Birkenau officially had been 
in operation since the beginning of March, when the remaining Soviet prisoners 
of war, a group of German criminals, and 1,200 sick male inmates from the 
lazarett, had been moved to the area designated for the women. The transfer of 
the women to Birkenau had to wait; in the meantime they were packed into ten 
specially walled-off barracks in the base camp at Auschwitz.

“They w ere not prepared for us,” Tichaucr-Spitzer recalls. “Everything went 
in such a hurry. They were so quick on the trigger. When we arrived, they just 
pushed us into a barrack, and the next day they shaved us and put us into some 
old Russian uniforms.” Great as had been the Germans’ rush to deport the Jews, 
“they didn’t know what to do with us.”' *

She was right. A few days before her transport arrived at Auschwitz, a train
load of 999 female prisoners from the concentration camp at Ravensbriick and a 
small number of female SS supervisors pulled into the station. The supervisors 
were sent from Ravensbriick to Auschwitz to set up the womens camp; some of 
the prisoners were to be camp functionaries and the rest had been dispatched to 
relieve overcrowding at Ravensbriick.14

The situation at Auschwitz was worse. “Once the Jewish transports from Slo
vakia began to arrive, it was crammed to the roof within a matter of days,” Kom- 
mandant Rudolf Hdss explained in his self-pitying postwar autobiography. 
“Wash-houses and latrines were sufficient, at the most, for a third of the number 
of inmates that the camp contained.”15

Conditions did not improve when the women moved to Birkenau that Au
gust. “Everything was much more difficult, harsher and more depressing for the 
women, since general living conditions in the women’s camp were incomparably 
worse,” Hoss acknowledged. “Furthermore, the disastrous overcrowding and its 
consequences, which existed from the very beginning, prevented any proper or
der being established in the women’s camp” (75 76).
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“Proper order” was important to Hôss, and in his autobiography he particu
larly blamed the women supervisors for his failure as (Commandant to have 
achieved that goal. “To have put these swarming ant-heaps into proper order 
would have required more than the few female supervisors allotted me from 
Ravensbriick. And I must emphasize once again that the women I was sent were 
not the best” (80).

Kommandant Hôss and SS Chief Himmler disagreed about the employment 
of women to run the women's camp. Himmler had petit bourgeois and vaguely 
chivalric notions about women, which colored his views even of Jewish women 
prisoners, who could be flogged only with his personal and specific permission 
(77 n. 88). He believed in a gendered separation of tasks and functions; his SS 
was a male organization and he never was comfortable with women in it. Indeed, 
strictly speaking they were not in it at all: the German women guards who came 
from Ravensbriick were SS manqué; they belonged to a parallel and paraorgani- 
zation without the rights and privileges of their male counterparts, and their sole 
function was to be guards in concentration camps.

Himmler’s ideology clashed with Hoss’s strict hierarchical subordination of 
women to men. Himmler, however, was the Reichsfiihrer SS, and as Hôss ac
knowledged, the boss “wished a women’s camp to be commanded by a woman.” 
But Hôss had no use for the women authorities. The first overseer of the women’s 
camp, Johanna Langefcld, “was in no way capable of coping with the situation, 
yet she refused to accept any instructions given her by the commander of the 
protective custody [i.e., main] camp.” The rest of the stafF“had been thoroughly 
spoiled at Ravensbriick. . . . They [had been] given the best of accommodation 
and were paid a salary they never could have earned elsewhere. . . . Now posted 
to Auschwitz . . . most of them wanted to run away to the quiet comforts and 
easy life of Ravensbriick” (80 -81 ). As for the “‘green’ (criminal] female prison
ers, . . . they far surpassed their male equivalents in toughness, squalor, vindic
tiveness and depravity" (76).

Hôss tried to subordinate Langefeld to the male Logerftihrer of the base camp. 
Langefeld, however, was not easily intimidated and challenged his authority to 
do this. She was supported by Himmler, who ordered Hôss “to detail an SS of
ficer to act as her assistant,” to which he complained, “But which of my oflicers 
would be willing to take his orders from a woman?" (81 )

It is not clear whether Hôss could not tolerate tough women, brutal women, 
women with authority, or women he thought were incompetent. But that they 
were incompetent as well as brutal and tough is corroborated by Helen Spitzer, 
who. from her position in the camp office until January 1945, had the opportu
nity to observe the administration closely.
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W'iiliin the nmirxl of Auschwitz , I Iclm Spit/tr had a .since urc She had an inside 
|i>h, work .die Still describes as “interesting," and access to both material goods 
and the arbiters ol power. It quickly bec ame dear to her that the women super 
visors wanted to appear capable and rllicienl, and that they were particularly in 
terested in making a good impression on their male colleagues. The slave work 
ers in the camp oilier provided the German women ollicers with the means to 
do that. The prisoners’ ledgers, bookkeeping, maps, models, and daily accounts 
were valued by their overseers, and they were protected Irom the worst of Birkc 
nau in turn.

Few were so well protected. Most women prisoners were assigned to in-camp 
labor squads as well as to the labor demanded by the agriculture experiment sta 
tion projects. Men, by contrast, were detailed to construction and industrial 
work. Indeed, as the women arrived, they took over the former tasks from the 
men, who were then reassigned to the latter. Clearly, at least initially, the Ger
mans assigned tasks by gender: women were best suited to the infrastructural 
housekeeping tasks of the camp and agricultural work, while men were fit to 
build and for the factories. All of it was lethal, but these jobs were not on the 
same route to death.

Agricultural work at Auschwitz was not bucolic. The concentration camp was 
situated on a swampy corner of land wedged between the Vistula and the Sola. 
The ground altitude was little higher than the rivers, so the region flooded reg
ularly. Water (rain, melting snow, Hoodwaters) could not drain into the rivers, 
nor could it seep into the earth; the soil was impervious marl, two hundred feet 
thick. If this land were to be transformed into an agricultural estate, drainage 
posed a tremendous problem. A soil engineer, Professor Zunker, examined 
the site and submitted a thirty-three-page report suggesting major hydrologic 
improvements of the Vistula and the Sola to prevent flooding. He also recom
mended reconstructing the lake-sized fishponds in the southern part of the area, 
cleaning up the existing drainage channels and digging new ones, and laying a 
massive network of 3.6 million drainage pipes in 3,000 acres of future farm
land. Considering the number of pipes needed, Zunker noted that it would be 
cheaper to purchase a pipe factory than to buy them from regular suppliers. A 
more detailed program of improvement w as drafted which concentrated first 
on the improvement of the fishponds by removing the muck on the bottom, the 
fertilization of adjacent fields with that same muck, and cleaning and digging 
drainage canals.17

Zunker’s plan was adopted, and the program that was to demand the labor of 
tens of thousands of prisoners and claim the lives of thousands began. There was 
no earth-moving equipment, and every day for four years squads of inmates
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were sent out to excavate the heavy clay. On starvation rations and beaten by the 
kapos, they dug for twelve hours at a time without rest. This was women’s work 
in Auschwitz. As soon as women prisoners began to arrive in the early spring of 
1942, they were assigned to the agricultural estate squads. It was their job to 
actualize the projects Zunker had recommended: to construct and maintain 
the riverbanks, build roads, dredge the fishponds, clear tree stumps from crop 
fields, and dig drainage ditches. The then-fifteen year old Kitty Hart-Felix was 
on one of the early transports of women. Bom in Bielsko (Bielitz), Poland, she 
and her mother had entered the Reich illegally on forged papers, to work as 
Catholic Poles. Ultimately betrayed, they were shipped to Auschwitz (ironi
cally within fifteen miles of their hometown), and Kitty was detailed to a road 
repair unit. “We were divided into work parties of about two hundred and 
marched out to the sound of the band. . . . For miles we marched. An hour, 
two hours, seeing nothing but the vast stretch of the camp until we came to 
fields and deserted farmhouses; all the little villages and farms in the region had 
been evacuated.” Without resting, the girls were put to work carting stones for 
a road.

I stared. Lifting any one of them would be beyond me, let alone carrying it 
any distance. “Schnellcr, du Arscbloch"7he kapo gave me a jab in the back. I 
stooped and tried to lift a stone: it wouldn’t budge. As the other girls 
tugged away and stones from the top of the mound began to crash down, I 
looked for the smallest. But they were all enormous. With an effort 1 got 
one up into my arms and tottered away with it. After three trips, I was fin
ished. My back felt as if it was breaking and I had a pain in my stomach. Not 
the ache of a twisted muscle, but the sickening wrench of diarrhoea. My 
guts were going to drop out. And they did—or at any rate, a filthy mess 
ran down my legs. That was another of the things you had to get used to if 
you worked so many hours a day and were beaten so often. And beaten up 
I was. As soon as I faltered, an SS woman with a dog came racing up to
wards me.1"

The women died or were killed, hut the work went on. Magda Somogyi was 
deported from her small towm in Hungary to Auschwitz in June 1944. It was 
more than two years after Kitty Hart-Felix had arrived, but she, too, was as
signed to a road-building detail. And she, too, was beaten. “I was in Auschwitz 
and we were working on the road. Once 1 dropped a great stone because it was 
so heavy. I couldn't carry it, and it fell down. The SS came to me and he whipped 
me. From this time, every day when I began to work, first he whipped me and 
then I could go to work. He told me, ‘You understand? You will learn that you 
do not need to drop the stone.’ He was right. I didn’t drop the stone any more. 1 
could carry it"'"
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Magda and her seventeen-year old sister were thought to he twins, and they 
were sent to special barracks where such siblings were subjected to medical ex 
pernnentalion. Kitty went on to other agricultural labor details, drainage ditch 
digging among them. By then it was late summer, and tearfully hot. “We were is 
sued with heavy spades. I leaned on mine, got my foot on it, and trie-cl to push it 
into the ground. All I achieved was a slight scratch on the iron hard surface. It 
was impossible to cut through the solid crust, let alone dig any soil out. None of 
us had the physical strength any more for that sort of task.” By the end of the day, 
“many of the girls had collapsed; scores were unconscious on the ground as the 
whistles blew for our return to camp, and the rest of us, in not much better 
shape, had to drag them along or improvise stretchers from building material on 
the edge of the mens work site.” Those w-ho could not stand on their own two 
feet for the evening roll call “ran the risk of being declared unfit for further work 
and taken away. You didn’t ask where. Those who were dead were piled up in 
heaps ready for collection by cart or, if there were a lot of them, by tip-up lorry.":,,,

The agricultural work details continued to operate until the very end of the 
history of the concentration camp. Shortly before Auschwitz was evacuated in 
January 1945 and the forced march of the sixty thousand remaining prisoners 
into Germany began, Hannah Kent-Sztarkman, who had turned fifteen in Octo
ber, was sent out on a riverbank detail. “It was winter and they (the Germans) de
cided that they wanted to even up the banks of the Vistula River. They sent a 
bunch of us women to work on the banks. We were dressed completely inap
propriately. We didn’t have any warm clothes and the Polish winters are cold. We 
didn’t have shoes.” She and the other women stood in the icy water all day and she 
developed frostbite, the sequelae of which she suffers from still. ’1

Himmler’s agricultural estate project was carried on with the naked strength 
of the mostly women slave laborers. His bucolic fantasy engendered a brutality 
that exceeded the conditions in the sand- and gravel-pit industrial work assigned 
to men. The women simply had no machinery' of any kind to help them. It was 
lethal work. Many died, and nearly no one survived without permanent injury.

Helen Spitzer soon realized that she could use her influence in the camp office to 
help friends and acquaintances obtain what were considered “easier” work de
tails. Assignment to the poultry farms at the subcamp of Harmense, the plant- 
growing station at Rajsko, and the agricultural farm at Budy were thought to be 
lifesaving.2·’

But at Auschwitz, nothing was certain. One night early in October 1942, the 
German women kapos, or maybe the kapos together with the German male 
guards, massacred some ninety' Jewish women at Budy. Hoss’s account is sur
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prisingly laconic. “The Budy bloodbath is still before my eyes. I find it incred
ible that human beings could ever turn into such beasts. The way the ‘greens’ 
knocked the French Jewesses about, tearing them to pieces, killing them with 
axes, and throttling them — it was simply gruesome.”’*

Pery Broad, an SS lieutenant arrested immediately after the war by the 
British, gave his captors a much more detailed and slightly different account. Ac
cording to Broad, the tensions between the male and female power hierarchies 
engendered the murders. “The SS men, who did their duty as guards in the camp, 
used to instigate the German women prisoners with functions to maltreat the 
Jewish women. ... If the former did not comply, they were threatened with 
being. . . ‘shot while escaping.’. . . The result of that unbearable state of things 
is that the German women always were in a state of fear lest the tormented Jew
ish women take vengeance on them for their terrible lot. But the Jewish women, 
who mostly belonged to intellectual circles, e.g. some had formerly been stu
dents at the Sorbonne or artists, never even thought of getting down to the level 
of the vulgar German women prostitutes and of planning revenge, though it 
would have been understandable if they did so."”

The women were domiciled in the local school, and that evening a German 
woman saw a Jewish woman “going upstairs to the sleeping quarters. The Ger
man woman thought she held a stone in her hand, but that, of course, was her 
hysterical imagination only. At the gate below' a sentry was standing guard. As 
everybody knew, he was the [German] womans lover. Leaning out from the win
dow', she cried for help, saying she had been hit by the Jewess. All guards on duty' 
immediately ran upstairs and together with the depraved women prisoners they 
began to hit the Jew-ish women prisoners indiscriminately. . . . The German 
woman, who had instigated the butchering, stayed behind in the bedroom with 
her lover. It may have been what she intended with her design. The ‘rebellion’ 
was meanwhile mastered with bludgeons, gun butts and shots. Even an axe had 
been used. . . . Even when all the women lay on the ground, the fiends, drunk 
with blood, kept hitting the helpless victims again and again. They w-anted, above 
all, to kill everybody, so as to destroy all witnesses of their atrocities.””

Disgusted as Hoss may have been by the wanton brutality, he, too, wanted 
to silence the remaining witnesses. After he inspected the scene early the next 
morning, the wounded women were shot. When women who had managed to 
hide emerged later in the day, they were interrogated and then killed by an in
jection of phenol in the heart. “The criminal investigators did a lot of photo
graphing of the spot," Broad reported. Only one copy of each photograph w as 
later developed in the darkroom, under strict supervision. The plates had to he 
destroyed in the presence of the commandant and the photos were put at his dis
posal"” Finally, six German women prisoners, including the guard’s paramour,
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who h»i«l p.irtu -ipalnl iii the nuinlns also were killed. “b women Iroin tin- Budy 
imilm\ got |pl\enol| iu|e't tinns," a camp physician, Johann I'aul Kreiner, noted in 
Ins diary on 24 October 1^42. Interrogated in ISM7 alioul his role in this action, 
Kreiner explained that he “was detached to he present at the execution in order 
to ascertain the death as doctor."·' Signilit antly, the guard himself got of] with an 
admonishment.

Helen Tichauer-Spit/.er provides us with yet a third account. Budy, she says, 
“was mavhe the worst experience of my life. Camps like Budy, Harmensc, Ra- 
jsko, were known as camps that would never he affected by selections. So what 
have wc done in the camp office knowing that? We have helped to transfer 
people, friends, relatives to those camps. I talked some of the girls into going; 
friends, schoolmates. We were 100 per cent sure nothing would happen, that it 
was a chance to survive.”

After the massacre, Tichauer-Spitzer claims that she and her colleagues in 
the camp office organized the demise of the rest of the women kapos. “We 
blamed them with impossible lies of sins they committed, and they were put 
in the strafkommando [penal squad]. That was all we could do in the camp of
fice. We mentioned to the SS woman in charge, ‘Look, she [a Budy kapo] did 
that, that, and that.’ And for that they put you for two, three months in the straf
kommando. In the strafkommando they were sometimes killed because it was 
very, very heavy work. . . . The women who committed the massacre did not 
survive. We made sure they would not survive, I can tell you that. That is all we 
could do to repay our anger.”™

It is probable that we will never know what happened at Budy or to the German 
women kapos. And so the history we tell, the story we construct, reflects our as
sumptions and prejudices. The massacre is a mirror of the way we think about 
and write history, and the role gender plays in those intellectual processes. Let 
us examine the accounts I have given more closely. Which aspects of whose ver
sion should we credit, and why? First, why did the German male administrators 
kill six German women kapos? If the administration’s goal was to hush up either 
the “revolt” or the massacre or both, they would have had to execute all the Ger
man women kapos as well as the German male guards. And this they did not 
do. Furthermore, brutality by German kapos towards Jewish prisoners was the 
norm. Clearly, another boundary had been transgressed, and perhaps that was 
the nature of the violence. In other words, the German women acted too vio
lently; it was wanton, uncontrolled brutality, and this Hoss could not tolerate. 
As we have seen, Hoss was very specific in his autobiography about the role he 
wanted women to have in the camp hierarchy: they were to be subordinate to the
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men. Perhaps the ruthless cruelty and brute physical violence of the German 
women kapos was simply too independent and therefore too threatening to his 
control of the camp.

While we can only speculate as to why Hoss had six of the German women ka
pos executed, we know why Helen Spitzer wanted to organize the punishment 
of the rest. She was enraged, she was in mourning, she felt responsible, she felt, 
she said, “guilty.” But did she and the rest of the women in the office have the 
means to effect their goals? Or is the whole notion of Jewish women slaves influ
encing the German female kommandantur a revenge fantasy?

As with so much regarding Budy, we will never know. It is dear, however, that 
slaves can wield a certain kind of power. It is internecine, subterranean, and ma
nipulative; not straightforward or direct. But it is power. The Jewish office work
ers were important to the German women rulers. The latter depended on the 
former. Indeed, it is precisely because Helen Spitzer was so important to Lange- 
feld and Mandel, and because they' relied on her, that she was not summarily re
placed by someone else and that she survived. In a very, very limited context, 
Spitzer had a professional (and that is her word) relationship with her bosses. It 
is her contention that once such a professional relationship was established, she 
and the other Jewish women similarly situated had some semblance of standing 
with the German female officers. They could ask for things, like underpants. And 
when they mentioned infractions by the German women kapos from Budy of 
rules the hierarchy held sacred, the kommandantur took note.

Our tendency; however, is to discredit Helen Tichauer-Spitzer s account. It is 
difficult to believe that Jewish women prisoners would have had the power to in
fluence the fate of German women kapos, while it is all too believable that some
one—especially someone who feels “guilty”—would have constructed a more 
satisfying conclusion to the story through which she could experience the plea
sure of reparation and revenge. But we should beware. None of the German 
women kapos at Budy has been seen and identified since the war.

Finally, let us turn our attention to the massacred Jewish women at Budy. Nei
ther Hoss, nor Broad, nor Tichauer-Spitzer believed that the intellectual Jewish 
women may have intended to harm the German women kapos that night. Hoss 
did not even mention any intention of physical retaliation by Jewish women 
against the German kapos. Broad dismissed the idea as a figment of “the hysteri
cal imagination” of the German woman lupo. For Helen Tichauer-Spitzer, the 
whole idea was merely an excuse adduced by the Germans. “There was no rea
son for the women (to have revolted). ... It was a good camp,” she explained.

Furthermore, not one of them believed that those intellectual Jewish women 
would have considered, or were capable of, revolt. For Broad it was a question 
of social class: Sorbonne students and artists do not “go down to the level” of
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vulgar pmMituW-s. In a way, I Irlm Tuliaurr agrrcd: “ l’hri t· wm· no women 
among them who were somehow im lim'd to rebel

Are the\ eon eel i I heir aeeounts read Jewish intelleetudl women prisoners as 
incapable of armed (a stone) revolutionary activity. Is that right / These women 
were young, and the massacre occurred in the autumn ol 194?, not 1944. The 
prisoners had been deported to Auschwitz at most six months earlier, and they 
mav still have been healthy. They were in Budy, not Birkenau, and that inay have 
given them the margin they needed even to consider action. And if indeed they 
were Sorbonne students, artists, intellectuals, the Left Bank was alive with po
litical activity. Perhaps these women were trained to think politically, to unite, 
to plan, to act. For all we know, the French Jewish women of Budy belonged 
to well-run and well-organized Communist cells. In another context, the con 
comitant attributes “woman,” “Jewish," “intellectual,” “Sorbonne student" cer
tainly would lead an investigator to consider the possibility of radical political 
activism.

Context is key not only to what happened in the past but to our interpreta
tion of what happened in the past. We are prepared to accept, to comprehend, 
political activism and resistance in the long-term ghettos of eastern Europe, 
but we cannot quite believe it possible in Auschwitz. We readily see the Jewish 
ghetto inhabitants as individuals: they are recognizable to us as people, individ
ual people, with their own personalities, physical characteristics, occupations, 
family structures, relationships. But when the same people are transported to 
Auschwitz, their individuality is erasedfor us. We lose our ability to see the dis
tinguishing characteristics, to hold on to the particulars of their different lives, to 
remember that each was a separate entity'. The German view prevails. The Jew
ish inmates become an undifferentiated mass.

The outcome has determined our perception of the course. We forget that 
in October 1942 there were gas chambers in Auschwitz, but the crematoria of 
the Flolocaust were still under construction. By October 1942, Auschwitz was 
a murderous place; masses of Jews were being killed in two peasant cottages 
adapted for that purpose and known as Bunker I and Bunker II. But Auschwitz 
had not yet undergone the final transformation into a camp dedicated primarily 
to genocide, with industrial facilities for that purpose. Knowing what is to come 
shapes our interpretation of the moment before it happens.

A paradox underlies every' historical narrative: while in everyday life each 
moment unfolds with no certainty of outcome, “history” is based on a known 
conclusion that charges an otherwise tedious chronicle with portent and preg
nancy. In the case of Auschwitz, this certainly is true: the end is always there, 
sometimes not quite visible, but ever present. The end gives value, meaning, and 
significance. Every bit of information cannot but be an annunciation of the end
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to come. Whether we want it or not, the final misery of Auschwitz dominates 
our understanding of its history before that last evil occurred.

For us, Auschwitz is synonymous with the industrialization of murder, both 
as fact and metaphor. Perhaps it is that image of efficient factorylike killing pro
cedures, the Auschwitz of 1943 and 1944 with crematoria II, III, IV, and V, that 
has shaped our analysis of the massacre at Budy in October 1942. In a one-line 
private diary entry, the only contemporary account wc have, the physician Jo
hann Kremer called it a “mutiny.” Maybe mutiny meant “breakout," and why is it 
impossible that those Jewish intellectual women may have devised a breakout 
plan? Three months earlier, a Polish woman had escaped from Budy, and the 
camp still was not well guarded. Broad specifically noted that “the single barbed 
wire fence” at night was neither loaded with electricity nor sufficiently illu
mined .,0 And the alleged incident was at night.

Was it not in the Germans’ best interest to suppress the very idea of an 
attempted revolt, and to quell the notion that Jewish intellectual women are 
capable of violence or concerted action, thus rendering the Jewish women even 
more powerless?

I think it is possible that the German woman was right. Perhaps the Jewish 
woman had a stone in her hand. Perhaps the womens plan counted on the guard 
on duty: sex would keep both the kapo and the guard busy. Perhaps the stone was 
to be used as a weapon in case of misadventure. In short, perhaps the Jewish 
women prisoners at Budy did plan to break out.

We may never know what happened at Budy, and it may not matter. What 
matters, and matters very much, is that our exploration of these events chal
lenges us to face our own prejudices and assumptions. For fifty years, everyone 
who wrote about the Budy massacre accepted Hoss’s and Broad’s account. Jew
ish women intellectuals were passive and were victims. No one entertained the 
idea that they may have been young, energetic, vibrant, committed to organized 
activity-- and desperate. Real women, in fact. But the history of such violent 
episodes can push us to make an imaginative leap, to eschew' paper cutouts and 
cardboard figures.

In the end, Marion Kaplan was right: the individuality of each victim is im
portant. Historical exploration and analysis of the Holocaust that takes into ac 
count a whole range of characteristics such as age, gender, social class, culture, 
and occupation augments our understanding of the Judeocide, just as it has en
riched our knowdedge about other historical events and eras.

And Steve Aschheim was right, to»», because the people who had power, who 
were in the position to make decisions that affected the very lives of their victims.
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iliil no! sot· tliom as individuals. The nuinler system itself was based on stereo 
type. I he inmates at Budy were not in a nice café in I’aris, hut in a gcnoiidal sit 
nation mntrolloil |»y men who Itatl insane and lixetl ideas.

These are two dilfcrent histories: the history of who the women really were, 
and the history of how the Germans saw these women. The massacre at Budy il 
luminates how little we know about the women, and how dominant the Ger
man legacy has been. It shows, too, that when the individuality of the victims 
collided with the stereotype the Germans held, as may have been the case at 
Budy, the history we write about that tragic event or heroic episode is both a 
challenge and an opportunity.
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Imaginative efforts in the area of Holocaust studies are always surrounded by a 
whiff of suspicion, if not potential scandal. There is a continual risk involved in 
confronting that abyss in history through literary or other artistic means. The 
risk lies not just in the danger of disapproval from the historians themselves, 
who generally claim the high ground in guarding the truthfulness and facticity 
of their subject, but from all those who police these borders, lest this devastat
ing event in any way be exploited or appropriated, domesticated or trivialized, 
falsified or aestheticized- - in a word, desanctified. As Ernst van Alphen has re
cently observed, it is only when the topic of the Holocaust is at stake that the 
value and propriety of such imaginative discourses or images are called in for 
radical questioning, particularly when it comes to the introduction of “narrative 
elements that relate to Holocaust ‘reality.’"1 At best, as another critic notes, fic
tion is thought to function “as a weaker kind of testimony when compared with 
history, or at worst, a misleading, dangerous confusion of verisimilitude with 
that ‘reality,’ and a consequent falling off of moral seriousness."'

At the same time, this is not the whole tale. Historians have become far more 
conscious (if the discursive nature of their craft, of the representative modes of 
rhetorical style and techniques of emplotment and narrative, which they use in
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commuting J narrative. ()l late, lln*y even go no lar a.s lo insist on including the 
subject position ol tlu· writer and his or her own role as a “witness,’’ whether in 
the ease ol Saul I Tied lander, who belongs to the survivor generation and can 
therelnrc “partake at one and the same time in the memory anJ the present per 
ceptions ol this past," or ol James Young, who speaks ol “received history" in the 
sense of becoming a “vicarious witness" by his own implication in the lives and 
memories of those who preceded him.1 Then, too, the seemingly unbridgeable 
divide between history and memory has also been challenged by the recognition 
that the history of the Holocaust, above all, must include the voices of the vie 
tims (however partial and, at times, inaccurate their testimony may he). Finally, 
it is time to acknowledge that the canonical status achieved by certain memoir 
texts (and images), such as the work of Primo Levi or Tadeusz Borowski, is not 
because they olfer some transparent window through which “truth" and “reality” 
in any absolute sense may be guaranteed. If these and other “classics" like them 
continue to claim readers’ attention, they do so because their modes of telling 
structure, language, narrative strategies, and sensibility -belong as well to lit
erature.4

Nevertheless, despite the advances made by these various approaches and 
refinements of categories of thinking— which bear far more elaboration than 
I am able to provide in this essay the dilemmas (and suspicions) of representa
tion, especially of avowedly literary works, remain. As the last witnesses are 
dying out, there has been a rush to testimony by aging survivors, to leave a tan
gible record behind, whether in print or in oral form, for oneself, for one’s van
ished families and towns, and for those who have come and will come after. And 
likewise, the intractable pressure of the event on those who were not there, those 
“witnesses by adoption,” as Geoffrey Hartman has called them, or “second- 
generation witnesses,” has lured considerable talent to take on the burdens of 
memory, shaped to their ow*n creative needs in the context of here and now, and 
to produce an ever growing body of imaginative and sometimes startling new 
work.5 This phenomenon of post-Holocaust literature has attracted considerable 
interest of late and it is one, I feel certain, which has by no means reached its 
conclusion.6

The original mandate for this essay was to consider “the responsibilities of 
memory and the possibilities of new futures,” a charge that already, to my mind, 
implicitly suggested the indispensable role that the imagination must play, when 
the last eyewitnesses are gone and when the Holocaust inevitably passes into his
tory as “a trauma both remembered and not remembered, transmitted and not 
transmitted.”7 Even now, Anne Michaels, whose Fugitive Pieces will be one of the 
works I later discuss," has said that for her “the challenge was to get beyond the 
facts of history, and to experience in words those events 1 did not live through
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or witness personally, but that I have been able to absorb. . . . My goal was to 
investigate and understand it, not just be influenced by it, but to get beyond it 
and grasp it.”·’ Michael Berg, the German protagonist of Bernhard Schlink’s 
novel The Reader, another work I will include, never attains this goal, which, de
spite all his efforts, eludes him to the end. But the unsatisfied desire that rules 
this work in more ways than one is the driving force behind the entire enter
prise.'"

I stress the word desire, taking my cue from a brilliant essay by Hans Kellner 
entitled “‘Never Again* Is Now.” In remarking on an incommensurable gulf 
between the urge to commemorate the past and the inadequacy of the means 
to do so in the present, Kellner attempts to explain why such efforts are so prob
lematic:

Both fictional and historical representations are dreamlike in that they ex
press some sort of desire, in all the complexity of that term. The pressing 
need to represent the Holocaust in poetry, novels, films, drama, music, 
and history must come from a desire to repeat in the imagination happen
ings and events that horrify and fascinate. We only represent what we de
sire. The desire to represent the Holocaust, however, is not a desire to 
repeat it as an event, nor necessarily a desire to repeat the form-giving 
pleasure of representation itself; rather, it is a desire to repeat the Holo
caust in a suitably altered form to meet complex, often contradictory, sets 
of present needs. It is the power of these needs, often unrecognized and 
elusive, that drives the process, and so . . . creates the problem. Once we 
acknowledge the reality of need and desire in representations of the past, 
we are open to the tacit contrast of the weight of the event represented and 
the weight of present desires. It is the overwhelming sense of imbalance 
between the Holocaust and any interest in it that leads to the quest for lim
its to representation, which is actually a reproach to the consuming power 
of discursive desire. . . . Guilt arises at every turn, whether turned upon 
a missing enemy or upon the audience or upon representation."

Kellner’s aim is to insist that historical writing, too, is subject to the same con
straints as literature and the arts. “To be brought to life, or at least to a simu
lacrum of life that makes possible academic or even popular publication, the 
material will have to be reshaped, and this, in turn, means revision.”1 ’ II we take 
his term revision in its more radical etymological sense, ol "re vision” as seeing 
again under new eyes, since “familiarity has made it difficult to see” what “be 
fore had been keenly felt," it is the role, above all, of the mind's eye to keep in 
terest alive in new and disturbing ways. Yet even in the most innovative works 
of literature, certain persistent themes or common trends can be found. These
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deserve .illcndiiit .is indications of recent responses that answer lo the so< lal in 
terests ami needs ol a contemporary audience, mori* than a half a century alter 
I In' I'vi'iit

In a previous I'.ssay, “The Vicarious Witness: Belated Memory ami Authorial 
I’resence in Recent Holocaust Literature,” I I'm used on the presence ol the au 
thor in the text (or him) as a mediating figure who “dramatizes the work of rec
ollection and, by so doing, emphasizes the process itself of reconstructing the 
past as filtered through the consciousness (and complicity) of a belated witness 
in the tusion of then and now.”" Starting from Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah and Art 
Spiegelman’s Maus as influential paradigms, I explored two other, little-known 
works (one in French and one in Polish)," which I argued go still further in “re
constructing memory" at second or third hand. Both these authors resort to the 
uses of fiction, particularly in the invention of literary personae, in order, para
doxically, to arrive at a deeper knowledge of the Holocaust. Above all, I claimed 
that, for all their differences, both works “foregrounded the process— -the voca
tion— of wTiting as the essential means of creating that authorial presence, one 
that involved the reader throughout in the anguish, guilt, necessity, doubts and 
contradictions, but also the remedial nature of the task.”"

This time l want to turn to other, more recent, fictional works from diverse 
sources: one from Canada, one from Germany, and the third from Switzerland. 
Translated into numerous languages, they have captured public interest as strik
ing efforts to reengage in provocative ways the emotional and cognitive issues 
that inhabit the inner landscapes of haunted memory, reflecting the pervasive 
grip that the traumatic past continues to hold upon present lives and identi
ties—for their characters, and, by extension, for us. To cite Geoffrey Hartman 
once again, “after” is by no means “beyond.”16 “How many centuries before the 
spirit forgets the body?” asks one of the narrators in the three books I will dis
cuss. “How many years pass before the difference between murder and death 
erodes?”17

In addition to Anne Michaels’s Fugitive Pieces and Bernhard Schlink’s The 
Reader, I include Binjamin Wilkomirski’s Fragments: Memories of a Wartime Child
hood as a work of fiction as well.18 This harrowing story, published in German in 
1995 and in English in 1996 (as well as in other languages), shattered its read
ers with the piercing shards of a child’s fragmentary recollections of unadulter
ated trauma and the confusing horror of his experiences, both during and even 
after the war, when he was adopted by a Swiss couple but still continued to in
habit a private concentrationary universe, with predictably awful results. Until 
1998, the book was taken as a small masterpiece because the child ’s-eye view, 
deprived of any adult interpretation, cast the atrocities he witnessed and en
dured in his body and his soul into a still harsher and more unbearable light. It
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now seems certain, however, that the author was an impostor in reality, an il
legitimate Sw-iss child - and his recovered memories if not a deliberate fraud, 
then the product of a hallucinated mind and a sadly confused identity. The cir 
cumstances surrounding the author of Fragments have taken on a surrealistic di
mension in an adopted child’s persistent conviction, despite incontrovertible 
evidence, that his true self is other than official records show it to be. For some, 
this work is evidence of the abuse which so-called recovered memory has en
gendered; for others, the scandal surrounding Wilkomirski’s now discredited 
memoirs has cast a long shadow on personal testimony in general, even from au
thentic witnesses. The case all the more raises doubts for historians, who are so 
often uneasy with representations of the Holocaust in any form, other than in 
the approved ways. The issue is decidedly a serious one; it has compromised the 
respected line between genuine memoirs and imagined fiction in the author’s 
self-representation and would seem to have abjured those very “responsibilities 
of memory” that depend on the good faith of the author. Given its truth claims 
as a memoir, the work cannot simply be taken as fiction, because it abrogates an 
implicit contract between reader and author. It cannot be taken as a hybridized 
form, one which may for literary reasons elide the difference between genres. 
But for all its mimetic obfuscations and self-deluded invention of a memory that 
is not his, the merits of the work still remain, in my opinion, even if it may never 
escape the stigma which is now attached to it. Those merits reside in a ferocious 
vision, a powerful narrative, an accumulation of indelible images, and the un
forgettable way in which a small child’s voice is deployed in an unfeeling adult 
world, during the war and thereafter. Even as pseudomemoir. Fragments gains a 
certain symbolic value, pressing the limits of both recollection and representa
tion, once we renounce Wilkomirski’s narrator as a “legitimate object of iden
tification” and “turn attention” instead “to those formal techniques that proved 
so effective in creating the illusion of authenticity.”'’’ On these grounds alone (al
though there are others), it deserves a place, I would argue, in the current con
text as a product of its time, especially given its setting in Switzerland and re
cent challenges to Swiss political myths regarding their actions during and after 
the Shoah and their own willed amnesia.·’"

Each of these works approaches the subject of the Holocaust through first- 
person male narrators, and as we discover sooner or later in these nonlinear 
narratives, the events of the past, recollected from the perspective of time over 
a long duration, have in no way lessened their grip on the present. Quite the 
contrary. The past incessantly resurfaces into consciousness in both direct and 
oblique ways with all the urgency of an obsession that disrupts chronology and 
casts a shadow over all subsequent experience. ’1 Despite their quite radical dif 
ference in styles, techniques, and even purposes, the texture of memory is shown
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as elliptical, often fragmentary, tantali/mgly elusive, mst hhed on the body, ami 
fawning imnverhal signals in the recording of sensations, such as sight, touch, 
smell, sound. “1 learned to tolerate images rising in me like bruises,” says one ol 
these narrators. ’ ’ All look hack to early experience, two of them as children, «me 
in adolescence; and the stories they recount, in stressing the nonknown and the 
not fully understood, gesture in some measure toward the incomprehensibility, 
the disorientation, the opacity ol the event, even now or, all the more so al
ter so many years. But paradoxically, such techniques rely on a rea«ler’s already 
acquired knowledge to decipher the allusions and (ill in the gaps, and in so doing 
to look once again at the known under a newfound shock of awareness. It is there
fore not surprising that these self-enclosed works should have the sense, at times, 
of an oneiric, dreamlike quality, and indeed, each reports a recurrent dream or 
dreams as a sign of disturbed consciousness, of a repetition compulsion that sig
nifies the continuing invasion of an unresolved past into present time, with dis
abling results. Let us begin with an account of these three dreams.

FIRST DREAM

The peaceful calm of that first sleep in the new children’s home was shattered by 
a nightmare. It would repeat itself mercilessly in the years that followed, image 
by image, detail by detail, night by night, like an unstoppable copying machine.

I was in half darkness, and the only child on earth. No other human being, no 
grass, no water, nothing. Just a great desert of stone and sand.

In the middle of the world, a cone shaped mountain loomed up against the 
dark sky. Its peak was capped with a black, metallic, glinting ominous helmet. 
At the foot of the mountain was a hut with a sort of canopy. Under it were a lot 
of coal cars on rails. Some of the cars were full of dead people; their arms and 
legs stuck out over the edges. A narrow rail track ran up the peak and in under 
the helmet, into a gaping jawbone with filthy brown teeth. The cars cycled up
hill, disappearing into the jaw under the helmet, then cycled back down again, 
empty.

All over the plain around the mountain, hordes of biting insects suddenly 
came crawling out of the ground. Thicker and thicker . . . the plain looked like 
a sea of evil creatures.

The bugs crawled over me. Ants, lice, beetles. ... My skin began to itch and 
bum. I knew I was their last meal on earth. Where could I go to save myself? I 
saw that the only places they avoided were the iron cars. . . . But it was no use 
fleeing to one of the cars. They travelled as unstoppably and regularly as clock
work up the mountain and tipped their contents into the awful gullet under the 
helmet. Jumping onto one of cars would only postpone the end.
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I awoke with a sense of despair and the absolute certainty that there was no 
way out. Any relief is not real, it’s the last false hope before the inevitable arrival 
of death. And I knew it would be both slow and agonizing.}'

SECOND DREAM

They waited until I was asleep, then they roused themselves, exhausted as swim
mers, grey between the empty trees. Their hair in tufts, open sores where ears 
used to be, grubs twisting from their chests. The grotesque remains of incom
plete lives, the embodied complexity of desires eternally denied. They floated 
until they grew heavier and began to walk, heaving into humanness; until the)' 
grew more human than phantoms and through their effort began to sweat. Their 
strain poured from my skin, until I woke dripping with their deaths. Daydreams 
of sickening repetition—a trivial gesture remembered endlessly. . . .

1 tried to remember ordinary details, the sheet music beside my sister, Bella's 
bed, her dresses. What my father’s workshop looked like. But in nightmares, the 
real picture wouldn’t hold still enough for me to look, everything melting. Or 1 
remembered the name of a classmate but not his face. A piece of clothing but not 
its color.

When I woke, my anguish was specific: the possibility that it was as painful 
for them to be remembered as it was for me to remember them; that 1 was 
haunting my parents and Bella with my calling, startling them awake in their 
black beds. . .

Never trust biographies. Too many events in a man’s life are invisible. Un
known to others as our dreams. . . . And nothing releases the dreamer; not 
death in the dream, not waking.,4

THIRD DREAM

The building on Bahnhofstrasse is no longer there. I don’t know when or why it 
was tom down. I was away from mv hometown for many years. ... I had been 
aware of this building since 1 was a little hoy. It dominated the whole row. . . . 
Inside I imagined a stairwell with plaster moldings, mirrors, and an oriental run
ner held down with highly polished brass rods. 1 assumed that grand people 
would live in such a grand building. But because the building had darkened with 
the passing of the years and the smoke of the trains, I imagined that the grand in 
habitants would be just as somber, and somehow peculiar - deaf or dumb or 
hunchbacked or lame.

In later years, I dreamed about the building again and again. The dreams were 
similar, variations on one dream and on one theme. I’m walking through a
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strange »own .nul I see the* house. It’s one in a row of buildings in a district I don't 
know I go on, contused, because the house is familiar hut its surroundings are 
not. I hen I realize that I’ve seen the house Indore. I’m not picturing liahnhol 
.strasse in my hometown, hut another city, or another country. I:or example, in 
mv dream I’m in Rome, see the house, and realize I’ve seen it already in Hern. 
This dream recognition coinlorts me . . . like encountering an old friend by 
chance in a strange place. I turn around, walk hack to the house, and climb the 
steps. I want to go in. I turn the door handle.

If I see the house somewhere in the country, the dream is more long-drawn 
out, or I remember its details better. I’m driving a car. I see the house on the right 
anil keep going, confused at first only by the fact that such an obviously urban 
building is standing there in the middle of the countryside. Then I realize that this 
is not the first time I’ve seen it, and I’m doubly confused. When I remember 
where I’ve seen it before, 1 turn around and drive back. . . . The road is always 
empty. I’m afraid I’ll be late and drive faster. Then I see it. . . . The house is no 
darker than it was on Bahnhofstrasse, but the windows are so dusty that you can’t 
see anything inside the rooms, not even the curtains; it looks blind.

I stop on the side of the road and walk over to the entrance. There’s nobody 
about, not a sound to be heard, not even a distant engine, a gust of wind, a bird. 
The world is dead. I go up the steps and tum the knob.

But I do not open the door. I wake up knowing simply that I took hold of the 
knob and turned it. Then the whole dream comes back to me, and I know that 
I’ve dreamed it before.'5

The first dream of the mountain and trains is from Wilkomirski’s Fragments, 
which, as mentioned above, purports to issue from the recovered memory of a 
Jewish child, hardly more than a toddler when the Nazi violence began. Bom in 
Riga, it is claimed, he undergoes a series of horrific experiences, including the 
camps, and ends up transferred from a children’s home in Cracow to Switzer
land, where he was adopted by a couple who urged him to forget what happened 
to him, to think of prior events as merely “a bad dream” (123).

Now his traumatic past reawakens, and he sees “a rubble field of isolated 
images and events. Shards of memory with hard knife-sharp edges, which still 
cut flesh if touched today. Mostly a chaotic jumble, with very little chronological 
fit. . . . If I’m going to write about it, I have to give up on the ordering logic of 
grown ups; it would only distort what happened.” He survived; although the 
“plan was for him and all the other children to die,” they are alive. “We’re the liv
ing contradiction to logic and order” (4-5).

His terrible dream is not difficult to decipher: the desolated spot, the solitary
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child, the ravening maw of the personified machine that takes in the endlessly ad 
vancing trains filled with bodies, trains which return empty and begin the jour
ney again and again. His terror, his aloneness, and the death that is merely post
poned are vividly portrayed. Above all, the panic of trauma is inscribed, like the 
metaphor for his memories, in assaults upon the body, which recall the lice- 
infested atmosphere of the camps, whose miseries offer an alternative almost 
as horrifying as the death awaiting the victims inexorably dispatched to their 
anonymous end.

The second dream comes from Michaels’s Fugitive Pieces, a remarkably com
plex account of another child, Jakob Beer, seven years old, who is hidden in a 
closet when the enemy arrives at his home in a Polish town.,fc “The burst door. 
Wood ripped from the hinges, cracking like ice under the shouts. Noises never 
heard before, tom from my fathers mouth. Then silence. My mother had been 
sewing a button on my shirt. She kept her buttons in a chipped saucer. I heard the 
rim of the saucer in circles on the floor. I heard the spray of buttons, little white 
teeth” (10). The parents are dead; his beloved older sister, Bella, however, simply 
disappears. Emerging from the peat bog to which he had fled, he is miraculously 
saved by Athos, a Greek geologist, who has been excavating a centuries-old 
buried town, Biskupin, in the vicinity. Athos smuggles him out and takes him to 
Greece, to the island of Zakynthos. There he spends four years of the war in his 
benefactor’s isolated house, mostly in hiding once again, since the Germans come 
there, too, in search of Jews. Even so, he gains from Athos a remarkable edu
cation in science, history, literature, and much else. After the war, he follows 
Athos to Toronto, when the latter accepts a university post in geography. There 
he grows up, becomes a poet and a translator, and finds happiness finally in a late 
second marriage, which is tragically cut off when both are lulled in a random 
auto accident on an Athens street. He had been writing his memoirs in Athos s 
family house on another Greek island, Idhra. These are eventually found by Ben, 
a younger acquaintance from Toronto, himself a child of survivors who, in escape 
from his own troubled life, has come to Greece to search for the lost work of a 
man he had admired, but whose life had barely touched his own.

For Wilkomirski’s child, whose fractured memories recall only the crushing 
brutality to which he was subjected and the loss, each time, of any transient nur- 
turant or helpful figure in his life, whether an adult or another child (Motti, an 
older brother; Jankl, a friend in the camp; or Mila, from the Cracow orphanage), 
life, both during and after, is lived in a bewildering haze of lonely and mistrust
ful exclusion. His recollections are unbearably vivid, but he cannot make sense 
of them. He suffers from guilt lor having betrayed a younger child in the camps 
in an incident that led to the little one’s death. He suffers later, when asked to ad 
rlress the strange new woman in his life as “mother,” thinking that he is betraying



the "motlin" In· imly nvollei ts as an almost lilelesN gray form in the tamp bar 
i .u ks to whom he was taken once by a guard. An«l in perhaps tlu· most terrifying 
moment of tlu· book, lie describes the sight ol «lead mothers, whose heaving bel
lies eonlamed not infants but rats gnawing inside them, an«l wonders whether he 
is "a human child or a rat child, or . . . both at once” I |e recalls the shock of’the 
gaze, “kneeling in the mud with his mouth open, and I can’t close it. . . . There 
are no feelings left” (86 87).

f or Jakob, however, quite the opposite is true. Surrounded by love, first f rom 
his family at home, then from his savior and guardian, Athos, and later from two 
other couples who cherish him as well (one in Greece, one in Toronto), he con
tinues to suffer, we might say, from an unbearable grief of overattachment. “To 
survive was to escape fate. But if you escape your fate, whose life do you then step 
into?” (48) As the one dream I recounted shows, the dead are always with him, 
in sleep as in waking, especially his adored older sister, Bella. At times, he says, 
he hears “her breathing or singing next to me in the dark, half terrified that my 
ear was pressed against the thin wall between the living and the dead, that the vi
brating membrane between them was so fragile” (31).

Wilkomirski’s child, who was confronted everywhere with unspeakable hor
ror in the visual assaults of atrocity—as, for example, the sight one morning of 
blue babies, who had gnawed their frozen fingers down to the white bones—can 
declare finally at one of the worst moments, “I’m just an eye, taking in what it 
sees, giving nothing back” (87). But the obsession that drives Jakob is precisely 
the fact that he was hidden away, first in the closet, then in the peat bog, and 
again on Zakynthos. “I did not witness the most important events of my life,” 
he mourns. “My deepest story must be told by a blind man, a prisoner of sound. 
From behind a wall, from underground. From the comer of a small house on a 
small island that juts like a bone from the skin of the sea” (17). Worst of all is the 
uncertainty about Bella’s fate, the fruitless search to learn what happened to her. 
“Night after night, 1 endlessly follow Bella’s path from the front door of my par
ents’ house. In order to give her death a place. This becomes my task. I collect 
facts, trying to reconstruct events in minute detail. Because Bella might have died 
anywhere along that route. In the street, in the train, in the barracks" (1 39). 
Jakob’s life story is constructed between two poles—the duty to remember, to 
keep faith with the dead, and the need to separate from them, to accept the re
ality of the split between absence and presence, then and now, in a lyrical (but al
most clinical) example of Freud’s theories on mourning and melancholia. For all 
the care that is lavished upon him by Athos, the father substitute, and for all the 
maternal affection he receives from women (wives of Athos’s friends or of his 
own), Bella’s haunting image prevents him from embracing the present with any 
joy. This holds true especially in his relationship with his first wife, Alex, whose
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exuberant and unconventional love of life, her love for music like Bella’s, only 
drives him further into his conviction that he is betraying those whom he has lost.

Despite the enormous differences between these two works, both are marked 
by their creation of an interior mindscape wherein the past continually erupts 
into the present, triggered, often unexpectedly, by fleeting sensory signals or 
some small occurrence in an endless variety of repetitive, fragmentary recol 
lections and associative images. For Jakob, “every moment is two moments,” an 
“overheard word fastened to a melody,” a gesture, an object, a smell (1 38, 109); 
and where recollection fails because memory is absent, his imagination takes 
over to fill the gaps of what might have, must have, happened—whether in the 
immediate scenes of his childhood home or in his eventual knowledge of the fate 
that befell all of European Jewry. In Wilkomirski’s case, however, this layering of 
different points of time is born out of confusion and ignorance, with no firm line 
drawn between his experiences during and after the war. If anything, the world 
seems even more dangerous in his new surroundings, because now everything is 
“hidden and disguised. . . . They’ve taken off their uniforms . . . but they can 
still kill” (150-51). It’s only a matter of time, especially since the adaptive sur
vival strategies he had learned in the camps now bring him only ridicule, and his 
self-taught capacity to make sense of experience entraps him further in a web of 
misunderstanding.

In what is perhaps the most humiliating moment of the book, he interprets a 
picture of William Tell as an SS man shooting at a child. Yet there is something 
seriously wrong with the picture, he realizes, since “only grown ups get shot. . . 
or they go into the gas. The children get thrown in the fire, or killed by hand— 
mostly that is” (129 -30). His Swiss teacher’s furious reaction to this “drivel” now 
reminds him of a vicious block warden he once knew, her red sweater evoking 
images of fire and blood, and the jeers of the other children alienate him further. 
“And anyway — SS men don’t shoot apples—that’s just stupid.” Once he’s killed 
the hungry child, Tell will eat it himself. The teacher must be lying, and even if 
the other children believe her, he doesn’t. She doesn’t punish him, but the other 
children fall upon him after school, and their fury bewilders him: “Why do they 
fight me? They're children too” (133).

For this orphan, the dream he has earlier reported even finally turns into what 
he thinks is reality, when at the age often or twelve he goes on a group outing to 
the mountains and sees the ski lift that takes children up the mountain on hooks 
attached to ropes, run by an immense iron wheel, that disappear finally into a 
yawning black hole upon arrival. The death machine, he thinks. The grave’s in
side the mountain, agrees another child, who is the only other one to have un
derstood from hrr experience what he, too, knows. But this is a girl he will see 
only this one time and never again (140 42). Life has once more withdrawn the



possihilitv of an enduring connc« linn, dim· dial might hr constructed on shared 
inenioi ies, however ternhlc they might he, and the comforting presence of an 
othei \\ ho speaks his language. Society has turned its hack on him. This is the i ru 
elest blow of all, ami the stark depiction of this breach between the despair ol the 
hist i-lnld from "over there” and an unfeeling, at best iudillerenl, Swiss environ 
tnent of obtuse conformity is one of the most compelling features of the hook.

The narrators of both works come eventually to learn the wider historical 
facts as they mature, hut this knowledge is not truly a solace for either. Jakob 
learns that “history and memory share events; that is, they share time and space,” 
hut “one, history is amoral: events occurred, and the other, memory is moral, 
what we consciously remember is what our conscience remembers. . . History 
is the Totcnbucb, The Book of the Dead, kept by the administrators of the camps. 
Memory is the Memorbiicher, the names of those to be mourned, read aloud in the 
synagogue. ... I seek out the horror which, like history itself, can’t be stanched.
I read everything I can. My eagerness for details is offensive” (1 38). This knowl
edge leads him to fashion that itinerary for Bella cited above, but also to broaden 
his empathy with all those victims in contemplating their collective destinies, 
whether from “Kielce or Brno or Grodno ... or Lvov or Berlin,” and to suffer 
all the more. “I couldn’t turn my anguish from the precise moment of death. 1 was 
focused on that historical split second: the tableau of the haunting trinity— per
petrator, victim, witness” (1 39-40).

Wilkomirski’s narrator is already a senior in high school when he learns about 
the Nazi system and World War II, absorbing his lessons with a passion but keep
ing it secret from his foster parents, for whom the subject was taboo. “I wanted 
to know everything. 1 wanted to absorb every detail and understand every con
nection. I hoped 1 would find answers for the pictures that came from my broken 
childhood memory some nights to stop me going to sleep and to give me terri
fying nightmares. I wanted to know what other people had gone through back 
then and compare it with my own earliest memories. . . . But the longer 1 spent 
at it. . .the more elusive the answer—in the sense of what actually happened— 
became.” The question that now haunts him has haunted so many other survivors: 
Why me and not others? Why me, when 1 was so unworthy and had a bad con
science over my betrayals and desertions? (147-48) Worst of all, it is only when 
the teacher shows a documentary film about the Nazi period and the camps that 
he learns about liberation by the Allies. He sees happy faces as the tanks roll in; 
embraces, cheering, food being handed out. But he never was liberated; he just 
ran away from the camp, and people on the outside only jeered: “We thought 
Hitler had gassed the lot of you.” “Nobody,” he cries out in anger, “ever told me 
the war was over, that the old times and their evil games and rules were over and 
1 could go forward without fear or threat into a new time and a new world.” And
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still struggling fiercely with himself to hold on to the one reality he knew and un
derstood, he is forced to admit “perhaps it’s true—somehow I missed my own 
liberation” (149, 1 S I).

Jakob, in his maturity, undergoes a belated epiphany. On a winter afternoon 
in Greece, he suddenly comes to realize that “to remain with the dead is to aban
don them." All the years, he says, “I felt Bella entreating me, filled with her lone
liness, 1 was mistaken. I have misunderstood her signals. Like other ghosts, she 
whispers, not for me to join her, but so that, when I’m close enough, she can push 
me back into the world" (170). Wilkomirski s narrator also undergoes a trans
formation when he grows up, but it is one far more radical, in that to establish 
his identity and certainty of being, he searches for a voice that would be his, looks 
to otliers to help him clarify the fragments of memory he carries and arrange 
them in a more coherent order. He writes “these fragments of memory,” he says, 
“to explore both myself and my earliest childhood.” And like so many other sur
vivors before him, “it may also have been an attempt to set myself free” (155). In 
writing, in telling, he would find the liberation he had missed at the end of the 
war. Several years ago, this would have been the message, enhanced by his stated 
desire to help others like himself to find empathetic listeners and to assuage his 
feelings of estrangement by retrieving an authentic self. But now’ we know that 
Wilkomirski is not what and who he says he is. Yet it is perhaps all the more as
tonishing that he could imagine so intensely an identity and a set of memories that 
he truly believes in— and, even more incredible, that he has managed to produce 
a text that corresponds to what clinical experience has discovered about some 
child survivors, for whom “a smell, a sound, an image evoke fragments of images 
or emotions, more compelling than current reality, fragments to which all expe
riences of pain, anger, fear, shame, and powerlessness have attached them
selves.”'7

As a Canadian psychiatrist has recently observed:

The most pervasive preoccupation of child survivors is the continuing 
struggle with memory, whether there is too much or too little. . . . For 
a child survivor today, an even more vexing problem is the intrusion of 
fragments of memory' — most are emotionally powerful and painful but 
make no sense. They seem to become more frequent with time and are 
triggered hy thousands of subtle or not so subtle events. ... As children 
they were encouraged not to tell, but to lead normal lives and forget the 
past. . . . Some are able to protect themselves by splitting time into past, 
present, and future. . . . The interviewer can assist in sequencing frag 
ments of memory, sometimes even filling in gaps with historical informa
tion and other data. Fragments of memory which made no sense had



ISO  /r..,n.i / ,nIni

oltcii hrt-n «'\p«-ri<-m t’(l ■ iN>Yt d/.y" and never Hhared with anyone. . . To 
,u hir\r relicl tor symptomatic child survivors, the knowledgeable thera
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Wilkomirski’s case, for some, is only one more instance of the problems associ 
ated with recent efforts towards recovering memories of childhood trauma. In 
many instances, these techniques have proved destructive, resulting in false or 
mistaken accusations and casting doubt on the reliability of childhood memory 
in general. While it is true that childhood amnesia is a common occurrence, re 
cent work on child survivors of the Holocaust often confirms the findings of the 
psychologist whose work I have quoted above.''' Although it might be argued that 
Wilkomirski might have had access to this data, taking the facts he needed from 
his historical research and structuring his narrative accordingly, as a “constructed 
formal analogue of traumatic recall the actual results certainly exceed any 
sense of mimetic exactness or mechanical falsification.11

From a psychological standpoint, no doubt, parallels of another kind in the 
clinical literature could be found to validate the symptoms of Jakob Beer’s psy
chic life and the wounded sense of self as depicted so vividly (and poetically) in 
Anne Michaels’s novel. ” Images and metaphors seem to rise, unbidden, out of 
the text from some secret inner space like a kind of vibrant “soul-music” that cap
tures the subtle intensities of sadness, love, guilt, and longing.11 Nothing in Holo
caust literature comes close to the richness and density of the huge imagination 
at work here: the intricate symmetries, the bold interlayering of art and science, 
nature and poetry, history and music, as well as the expansion of horizons—both 
temporally and spatially, in height as in depth, in geology as in geography— 
which no brief summary can hope to convey. ** Throughout a single note plays 
with infinite variations: What is the meaning of death? What happens to the dead 
when the memory of them is still lodged in the living, acutely present, and they 
reside in a twilight space between ghost and flesh? From the child who emerges 
from his entombment in the Polish peat bog to the buried memories of his loved 
ones which continually resurface, the work of mourning is a continual excavation 
of sorts, one that is matched by Athos’s profession. “Athos was an expert in 
buried and abandoned places. His cosmology became mine. I grew into it natu
rally. In this way, our tasks became the same” (49). Furthermore, “because 
Athos’s love was paleobotany, because his heroes were rock and wood as well as 
human, I learned not only the history of men but the history of earth. ... I 
learned the power we give to stones to hold human time” (32). It cannot be by 
chance that Michaela, his second wife, the soul mate he finds late in life, is an ar
chaeologist, who unearths lost evidence of the past from the ground.15



New Soundings in Holocaust Literature I8~

The child of Fragments has been displaced from a home he remembers only in 
a few disconnected images and follows an odyssey through the camps to post
war Poland and eventually to Switzerland, where he feels even more isolated 
and estranged. “I couldn’t pull the two worlds together. ... I could only get 
away from this unbearable strange present by going back to the world and im
ages of my past. Yes, they were almost as unbearable, but they were familiar, at 
least I understood their rules” (68). Displacement is an even more pervasive 
theme in the case of Jakob, another adopted orphan, who leaves Poland for 
Greece and later migrates to Canada, but returns to Greece on several visits. 
He, too, inhabits several worlds, in mind as in experience. Literally, of course, 
his trajectory has taken him to different continents, different cultures. But his 
mind, too, can shuttle between the ever present memories of his home and the 
wider realm that Athos’s scientific lessons had taught him to inhabit, “one big as 
the globe and expansive as time” (29). The broader perspective objectifies the 
world in nature as a way of opening up unknown vistas and explorations that are 
the antidote to Jakob’s solitary communion with his dead. But its islands and 
rocks, its weather systems and currents, its lands and seas, also supply a source 
of subjective identification that consoles and at the same time revives personal 
sorrow. “It is no metaphor to feel the influence of the dead in the world, just as 
it is no metaphor to hear the radiocarbon chronometer, the Geiger counter am
plifying the faint breathing of rock, fifty thousand years old (like the faint thump 
from behind the womb wall)" (53). Nature does not forget. Landscape is per
sonified; it can be wounded by destructive upheavals, in w>ar or through natural 
disasters, such as earthquake or hurricane; and it, too, solicits grief and empa
thy. Landscape is also the familiar terrain of home. “What is a man, who has no 
landscape? Nothing but mirrors and tides. . . . Try to be buried in ground that 
will remember you” (76, 78).

Jakob’s profession as a poet turns the “power of language to destroy, omit, 
obliterate" into the power to restore (79). His two volumes are appropriately 
named Groundworks and What Have You Done to Time, and his efforts as a translator 
mediate his geographical wanderings in a linguistic amalgam of the various cul
tural strands woven into the texture of his life. Unlike the poet, he says, who 
“moves from life to language, the translator moves from language to life; both, 
like the immigrant, try to identify the invisible, what’s between the lines, the 
mysterious implications” (109). By contrast, Wilkomirski’s child begins his 
narrative w-ith the despairing sense of no authentic language. “1 have no mother 
tongue, nor a father tongue either. . . . The languages I learned later on were 
never mine. . . . They were only imitations of other people’s speech” (4 -5).

The theme of the child is not a new one in imaginative literature of atrocity. 
Quite the contrary. A number of the most memorable books engage the child’s 
point of view with devastating effects. Jerzy Kosinski’s Painted Bird comes first to



mind as an analogy to Frogmenis in tin· portrait of a brutaliml child who attempts 
to make sense id a vicious world and ttimes ol age in the most desperate id con 
ditions.Hut one can also point to a good deal id'the work of Aharon Appelleld, 
lumscll a child survivor, including l/ilt and the Age of Wonders, or to Louis Beg 
ley’s Itiiriime lies, among many other examples.1' Moreover, the locus on the 
child, the most vulnerable of all victims, not only sharpens the impact id at 
tempted genocide but also allows for the special perspective of that mysterious 
inner world of a child’s consciousness, one that when encompassed within adult 
narrative, especially from hindsight, promotes a double vision. '* At this juncture 
in time, the last witnesses are indeed the survivor children, in whom interest has 
reallv surfaced only in recent years. Previously, they were thought to be too 
young to remember, and their experiences were discounted by comparison to 
the sufferings of adults.1’' Nor is the next generation exempt, as we become 
aware of the legacy of trauma to children of survivors and their own role now in 
witnessing, captured so powerfully in Art Spiegelman’s Maus or in the fictional 
work of their contemporaries, such as the figure of Momik in David Grossman’s 
remarkable novel, See: Under Love.M>

Fugitive Pieces insists on the continuities, intersections, and reciprocities be
tween first and second generations. Athos’s flight from the buried prehistoric 
city, Biskupin, with the child he rescued was also the means, as it happened, of 
his own rescue from the fate of his other colleagues, who shortly thereafter were 
either murdered by the Nazis or sent to the camps. The premature death of his 
beloved wife, Helen, as we later learn, helps him all the more to engage with 
Jakob’s loss. More important, the last part of the book is given over to the figure 
of Ben, a meteorologist by profession, the child of survivors in Canada, who car
ries the burdens of his parents’ wounded lives. Himself wounded, he uncannily 
replicates in part the unhappy sequencing of Jakob’s still unresolved hauntings 
from the past and shares the older man’s engrossment in both music and science. 
His marriage, like Jakob’s first one, is in jeopardy, and he, too, writes books. In 
Ben’s case, these are efforts to link the random catastrophic effects of extreme 
weather to the events of both history and biography, not unlike the lessons Jakob 
had absorbed about science, the self, and the world. For him, a weather map is 
“like a musical score; w'hen you read it, you are reading time. . . . One could 
chart a life in terms of pressure zones, fronts, oceanic influences” (122).

But in contrast w'ith Jakob, the memories that haunt him are not his own, and 
he is caught in a larger history that oppresses him at every turn. Ben has difficulty- 
understanding his parents, who, typical of survivors, are overprotective (his 
mother) or overly perfectionist (his father), and he is impatient with the anxieties 
that rule their lives. His father, a music teacher, lives in dread of drawing atten
tion to himself, whether in initially refusing rescue from a flooded house or in ap
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plying for his pension. Yet while he insists that his son - -named only gencrically, 
Ben (in Hebrew, the word for son)—learn about the Holocaust through books 
and especially through searing photographic images, he and Ben’s mother, like so 
many other survivors, harbor dark secrets of their own which they are never able 
to reveal to him.

It was Ben, let us note, who, after Jakob’s death, goes to Greece to search for 
the other man’s lost memoirs. At the outset of the novel, we are told that “dur
ing the Second World War, countless manuscripts—diaries, memoirs, eyewit
ness accounts — were lost or destroyed. Some of these narratives were deliber
ately hidden—buried in back gardens, tucked into walls and under floors—by 
those who did not live to retrieve them. Other stories arc concealed in memory, 
neither written nor spoken. Still others are recovered, by circumstances alone"
(1). Ben was lucky in his quest. But in finding Jakob’s missing notebooks (the text 
we have been reading all along), Ben does more than unearth the sought-after ob
ject, does more than serve as the custodian and transmitter of Jakob’s memories 
in keeping faith with the dead. He becomes the spiritual or adoptive heir to 
Jakob’s own experience, now for his own transformation, so that he can come to 
terms with the reasons for his failure to love his wife, Naomi, and hope to recover 
that relationship, now that his parents are gone.

Whereas Wilkomirski’s child has no genealogy he can call his own (the deep
est source of his estrangement), Fugitive Pieces suggests that it is the transfer of 
affection to others not related by blood that can bring some closure to the act of 
mourning and authorize the sense of an individual identity. If adoption counts 
more than biology, then Ben can overcome his fatalistic conviction that “my par
ents’ past is mine molecularly” (280). Marriage, too, introduces an other into the 
family circle to disrupt or mediate between kin. Even more, it is the intertwin
ing of stories and destinies—Athos w'ith Jakob, Jakob with Ben—that enlarges 
the field of sympathy and endows these relationships with restorative power, 
even as Naomi was able to love her in-laws to Ben’s initial consternation and envy. 
Having now read Jakobs memoirs and inspected the shortcomings of his own 
life, which include his betrayal of Naomi on the island with an American woman 
appropriately named Petra,41 Ben can finally conclude: “In the hotel room the 
night before I leave Greece, I know- the elation of ordinary sorrow. At last my un
happiness is my own" (292).

Ben had learned his parents’ deepest secret only after his father’s death, when 
he discovers a photograph, dated June 1941, of a happy couple with two chil 
dren, whom he realizes were ones his parents had loved and lost ami ol whose ex
istence he had never known. For the author, anyone born alter the war is in Ben’s 
position, “not precisely but philosophically," and hence this is one reason he is so 
crucial to the entire story. Michaels's aitn finally, as she has said, was “to look at
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how 1‘wnts \v«· don't live through ourselves shape us and what invisible conn*"« 
lion there is bet ween history and personal III«·.’’4' In her rrileniplivc vision, which 
• lr|H'ii«ls on (inilin^ love and in iroNsing the brklge to empathy an«l understand 
mg, tin· longing lor children of one’s own is finally the sign oi accepting that 
bridge between history and personal life, as it has been lor so many oth«-r sur 
vivors. The note Ben finds in Jakob and Mit hacla’s bedroom after their death 
reads simply, “if a boy, Mela, if a girl, Bella" (278 79; cl. 195).

I-rom Wilkomirski’s account as a purported primary eyewitness, himself sub 
jected to the effects o! atrocity and deprivation; to Jakob’s story, still of the first 
generation, but one who did not witness the events that shaped his life; and from 
Ben, the survivors’ child, who is compelled to imagine what took place before 
he was born, we move to my third and last example, whose dream we have al- 
reaily heard but have not yet attended. He, loo, belongs to the second genera
tion, and yet, in a still more daring experiment with Holocaust memory, he 
comes from the other side — - that of the perpetrators. Bernard Schlink’s short, 
enigmatic novel The Reader (Der Vorleser) is a story of brief happiness, pain, loss, 
ambivalence, and psychic numbing that exemplifies in another way Michaels’s in
sistence on searching for the “invisible connection . . . between history and per
sonal life.” Recollected from a distance of a number of years, Schlink’s narrator, 
too, is preoccupied with the relations of the present to the past, of his own story 
to the larger one that surrounds it. “The tectonic layers of our lives rest so tightly 
one on top of the other that we always come up against earlier events in later 
ones, not as matter that has been fully formed and pushed aside, but absolutely 
present and alive. I understand this. Nevertheless, 1 sometimes find it hard to 
bear” (217-18).

Written primarily for a German audience, the book is even more provocative 
than the other two in the questions it raises, both personal and political, and the 
answers it does not give—at least not to our satisfaction. The work concerns a 
fifteen-year-old adolescent growing up in a German town during the 1950s who 
accidentally enters into a clandestine relationship with an older woman a bit 
more than twice his age. This relationship, oddly enough, is conducted not just 
through sex but also through her insistence that he read aloud to her in intimate 
literary' sessions. Difference in class as well as in age adds a further dimension to 
their story. The boy, Michael Berg, knows virtually nothing of her life; she is now 
a streetcar conductor, while he is the child of a professor of philosophy who 
has resumed his career after losing his position during the war for delivering a 
lecture on Spinoza. An aloof and distant father, he presides over a household 
crammed with books and abstract ideas. As the power relationships shift between 
Michael and Hanna, she is at first dominant, often unreasonable, and even cruel 
in sudden anger or cold withdrawal, although in this strange liaison, he later also 
seems to gain the upper hand. But then, tempted back into the world of his
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peers - he fails at one crucial point to acknowledge her -he “disavows" her, he 
thinks, and she disappears, leaving him feeling both guilt and humiliation, both 
anger and abjectness at what he thinks was his betrayal of her.

In the second part of the book, when after a number of years he is now a law 
student, Michael encounters Hanna in a courtroom. He learns she was a guard in 
a Nazi concentration camp, on trial for her part in a terrible event at the end of 
the war, when a church containing women prisoners was bombed and caught 
fire. The women burned to death because the doors were locked and the guards 
had the key. That is, all perished except two, a mother and daughter, whose ac
count brought the case to light and was the primary evidence that brought Hanna 
and her companions to trial during the 1960s. In the course of the proceedings, 
the narrator discovers another secret, which he deduces from Hanna’s court
room behavior—she does not know how to read. The fact of her illiteracy and 
her desperate desire to conceal it had organized the whole course of her life. It 
led her finally to stumble into her role as an SS guard, we are told, rather than 
betray her shame when offered a promotion in the factory position she was hold
ing at the time. It is also the reason she had disappeared from Michael’s life 
under similar circumstances in her job as a streetcar conductor, not because, as 
he thought, he had failed to acknowledge her presence in the company of his 
friends on the last occasion they crossed paths.

While Hanna is in prison serving a lengthy sentence, Michael marries briefly 
and has a child, but then he drifts off. After eight years have gone by, he begins 
to send Hanna homemade tape recordings of books and continues to do so for 
ten more years, though he never goes to see her. He keeps the relationship en
tirely impersonal. He never asks for any information or reveals anything about 
himself, nor does he answer the notes she now occasionally sends. He just 
records the author, title, and text of the book in question, including his own 
work when he starts to write himself, although we have no idea of its contents. 
Called upon by the prison warden at the time of her expected release, he once 
again comes face to lace with her, now an aging and unattractive woman who no 
longer matches the image he has retained of their previous life together. He dis
covers she has finally learned to read; her prison cell is stacked with books on 
the Holocaust, among other works. In the end, she commits suicide, leaving 
him feeling just as confused as before. Even ten years later, the narrator still con
fesses: “I was tormented by the old questions ol whether I had denied and be
trayed her, whether I owed her something, whether I was guilty for having loved 
her. And sometimes if I was responsible for her death. And sometimes 1 was in 
a rage at her and at what she had done to me. Until finally the rage laded and 
the questions ceased to matter. Whatever 1 hail done or not done, whatever she 
had done or not to me it was the path mv lile had taken" (216).

ffut Hanna hail also left a legacy. In her will, she asked Michael to give her



I * . ’  / i .mi . i  /nth

«»«•agci lumls, im hiding mom·) she had kepi in d little lavender tin box, to the 
daughter who had survived tin· I in* in tin- liumli, now living in New York, lor 
whatever purpose slu· should (.house This Iasi encounter is as disturbing in its 
ow n wav as the rest of the hook. The journey takes him to the United Stales, and 
lor the first time he actually confronts a victim ol the Ihdoeaust, who quickly 
and matter of-lactly punctures any of his illusions. She will not accept Marina’s 
money. “Using it lor something to do with the Holocaust would really seem like 
an absolution to me, and that is something I neither wish nor care to grant” 
(214). He can donate it to any Jewish organization he wishes. Although the 
daughter wryly remarks that “illiteracy, it has to be admitted, is hardly a Jewish 
problem,” he eventually finds one called the Jewish League Against Illiteracy 
(for as she had remarked with equal irony, “if there are organizations for some
thing, then there are Jewish organizations for it” [21 5|).

However, the daughter wants to keep the little tin. It reminds her of the one 
remaining childhood treasure in which she had kept her few mementoes. She had 
brought it to the camp, but it was stolen from her. “The tin itself, and what could 
be done with it, were worth a lot” there (214). This one small detail—the his
tory of a commonplace object, souvenir of the daughter’s prewar childhood, 
keepsake of the concentration camp guard - -gestures ironically (and painfully) 
to a whole history of the failed relationship between Germany and its Jews, who 
shared the same culture, down to love of the same trivial objects. For however 
Hanna had atoned in prison for the atrocities she committed, her possessions re
mained intact, while the daughter’s cherished token disappeared into the brutal 
economy of the camps, valued as never before.

This jolt from the outside world, a reality testing of sorts, is in its own way 
also disconcerting. The daughter’s reaction indicates an unbridgeable gap be
tween victim and perpetrator. There is no question of forgiveness, if that was 
what Michael had hoped. But she also astutely divines (the only one to do so) not 
only the erotic nature of his relationship with Hanna but also its destructive in
fluence on the subsequent emotional failures of his life. Did she know, asks the 
daughter, what she had done to you? He can give no answer to that question, al
though he is convinced that Hanna came “to know what she did in the camps” 
(213). Does the daughter then see Michael as a victim, too, one who has also su
ffered from Hanna’s disregard for human life? Does her cutting verdict, even if 
not acknowledged by him in this scene, reinforce the uneasy parallels between 
Holocaust victim and perpetrator in their erotic liaison, parallels which in his ac
count keep shifting from one side to the other?

The Reader is and is not a parable of the haunted relationships between German 
children and their parents in the aftermath of the war. Alienated from his own 
peers, failed in his subsequent marriage, and uncertain of his own feelings,
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Michael reflects on the course of his life when he speaks of the impulse that led 
him to undertake the relationship with Hanna: “I don’t know why I did it. But to
day I can recognize that events back then were part of a life long pattern in which 
thinking and doing have either come together or failed to come together—I 
think, I reach a conclusion, I turn the conclusion into a decision, and then dis
cover that acting on the decision is something else entirely, and that doing so may 
proceed from the decision, but then again it may not. Often enough ... I have 
done things I had not decided to do. Something goes into action” (20). The prob
lem is that he can neither identify with the past, though he is bound to it by his 
relationship with Hanna; nor can he fully enter into the world of his own gener
ation, which he finds too smug and judgmental. “I envied the students who by 
then had dissociated themselves from their parents and thus from the entire gen
eration of perpetrators, voyeurs, and willfully blind, accommodators and accep
tors, thereby overcoming perhaps not their shame, but at least their suffering be
cause of that shame. . . . But then how could one feel guilt and shame, and at the 
same time parade one’s self righteousness. . . . Was their dissociation mere rhet
oric ... to drow-n out the fact that their love for their parents made them irrev
ocably complicit in their crimes?” These thoughts, he tells us, “did not come un
til later and even then brought no comfort. How could it be a comfort that the 
pain 1 went through because of my love for Hanna was, in a way, the fate of my 
generation, a German fate, and that it was only more difficult for me to evade, to 
manage, than for others. All the same, it would have been good for me back then 
to be able to feel I was part of my generation” (171).

Like so much else in this cryptic and maddeningly spare text, the dream, too, 
is susceptible of varying interpretations. The grand house about which Michael 
continues to dream, long after it is tom down, is the apartment house where 
Hanna lived. Its dominant size on the block, his previous imaginings of its rich 
interior but also of its now ugly and deformed inhabitants, suggest that the 
building stands for the generation that preceded him and the bourgeois elegance 
of a prewar era. But the discrepancy between outside and inside must also stand 
for Hanna herself, now that her past is known, even as she is the all too intimate 
emblem of that generation. The house is familiar because he recognizes it wher
ever he sees it in the dream. He takes comfort in it like a long-lost friend, but 
its displacement onto other towns and other landscapes is also deeply unset
tling. What is more, whether he finds the house in the city or the country, the 
dream ends with his hand on the doorknob. He turns the knob but never enters 
the house. The dream is not exactly a nightmare but nevertheless the symptom 
of a malaise he never loses. His relationship to the house, an inanimate object, 
takes the place of contact with persons. He is always alone: the road he follows 
is deserted, and the world around him is dead and lifeless, not unlike the dream
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images ni' VVilkoiniiski's solitary chilli. Alter Hanna, lit· was never able to es
tablish a satisfying intimate- relationship. Hut since his recurrent dream, it is pre
sumed, lie-gins after his all'air is ove-r, the- dream reflects his furthe-r inahility te» 
situate- that intimacy in the context of what the building has come to represent.
It reverts to the earlier image he hael conceiveel ol the house, when he passeel it 
as a child, but he also knows that in reality it no longer even exists, having been 
torn down some years before. It is the memory of it that now remains uncom
fortably alive, and with its dusty, opaque exterior, it turns a blind eye to his unar 
ticulated desire.

A significant element of the dream recurs in another context. Reflecting on 
the unreality of the Holocaust in his own mind, Michael determines to confront 
the past by “direct observation” and so decides to visit the nearest concentration 
camp, Struthof (Natzweiler) in Alsace. When he was growing up, before the 
popular culture of television and film had stimulated the imagination ^“supple
ment and embellish" what had previously been merely registered, it was difficult 
to get beyond the “few images derived from Allied photographs and the testi
mony of survivors,” which “flashed on the mind again and again, until they froze 
into clichés” (148). His tour of the camp, however, leaves no tangible psycho
logical impression, despite the fact that he dutifully examines the topography of 
the now- deserted camp, with its barracks, crematorium, cells, and memorial, 
which he visits more than once. All was in vain, “and I had a feeling of the most 
dreadful, shameful failure” (I 54). At the time, he noticed, too, a “small house 
opposite a restaurant that had a sign on it indicating it had been a gas chamber. It 
was painted white, had doors and windows framed in sandstone, and could have 
been a barn or a shed or servants’ living quarters.” This building, too, was closed, 
and “I didn’t remember if I had gone inside it on my first visit. I didn’t get out of 
the car. I sat for a while with the motor running, and looked. Then I drove on” 
(155). We note that in his typically vague way Michael cannot reconstruct the ex - 
act scene in his mind, neither on the first visit nor the second. But the essential 
point is perhaps an unspoken analogy between this house, labeled a gas chamber, 
and the building in the dream that was formerly the site of his assignations with 
Hanna. Both are constructed of sandstone, both are incongruous in their present 
settings, one of which he never enters and the other he cannot recall whether he 
did or not.

Yet the only vivid aspect of his life was his relationship with Hanna. Like Jakob 
in Fugitive Pieces, Schlink’s protagonist is attached to an older female figure who 
obsesses him, and she, too, like Bella, intervenes in his consciousness to forestall 
happiness with another. Also like Jakob, he recalls the smallest gestures, the 
voice, the hair, the scent. Oddly enough, Michael translates his psychological dis
orientation into a figurative sort of homelessness, as though he himself were a
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refugee, like Jakob. The Odyssey was his favorite book in school, but now that he 
has become a student of legal history, he interprets it “not as a story of home
coming,” as he had once thought, but rather a “story of motion, both purposeful 
and purposeless, successful and futile” (181—82). In fact, Homer’s epic is the first 
work he tapes and sends to Hanna in prison. And much later, on his first trip to 
the United States, en route to the home of the daughter who survived the church 
fire, he dreams of Hanna and himself in a house there together, realizing even 
within the dream that time and space are both impossibly distorted. “I woke up 
and knew that Hanna was dead. I also knew that my desire had fixed on her with
out her being its object. It was the desire to come home” ( 211). In this belated 
dream, home itself, wherever it might be, is unheimlich, and the displaced build
ing that appeared in his recurrent dreams is even more so.

In Michael’s case, the intertwining of the public and private, his hopelessly 
compromised feelings towards Hanna, and the moral complexities and misun
derstandings on both sides alternately baffle and exasperate the reader, as do the 
varying interpretations that can be given to the acts of reading, both symbolic 
and literal, within the text. The angle of vision keeps shifting with shifts in 
mood; the narrator, whose claustrophobic viewpoint dominates the text, re
mains entirely within himself, so we must depend entirely on what he says, even 
if tempted, as most of us are, to intuit or supplement what he leaves out. As 
Joyce Hackett acutely observes, “Depending on how you read it, Michael as nar
rator is either reliable or unreliable; Schlink is either advancing the apologist 
position that in Nazi Germany there was no visible line—or chillingly depict
ing the problem, which is that Michael’s complicitous love for Hanna makes 
him unable to draw it.”41

It would be easy to reach a negative conclusion about this work as some have 
done, including one well-known Jewish author who has voiced her indignant re
jection of a book that would desecrate the Holocaust by equating illiteracy with 
exoneration of terrible crimes.44 If this were so, however, the opposite equation 
should also hold true. Yet, as we know, one of the most serious affronts to our 
notion of civilization has been the knowledge that the heritage of German cul
ture, with its history of achievement in music, literature, and philosophy, did not 
avail to stem the tide of a barbaric ideology. Quite the contrary. Goethe’s famous 
oak, as often noted, stood outside the gates of Buchenwald. SS personnel in the 
camps waxed ecstatic over concerts of Beethoven performed by inmate musi
cians. Within the book itself, all the classic texts that Michael reads to Hanna, 
both during their affair and later in prison, may “testify to a great and fundamen
tal confidence in bourgeois culture" (185), but they have hardly equipped him to 
deal with the moral issues that plague him or given him courage and insight into 
the management of his own life.4'

I 9 i
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At lu*r trial, I lanna i.s mneml)ere<l lor having selected young and delicate girls 
as lu-r la\orites until they wen- deported with the rest of the vic tims. The girls’ 
task, it turned out, despite Manna's si rid demand lor secrecy, was to read aloud 
to her, night alter night (I lt>). Whatever they might have read to her certainly 
made no difference in her subsequent behavior as a guard that night in the c hurch. 
The other inmates, in any ease, had assumed an erotic interest that exploited the 
weakest among them, and while this conjecture is never confirmed, it also can
not he ruled out altogether. The book as a whole, alter all, is governed by two 
kinds of desires: the erotic passion between the boy and Manna and Manna's pas 
sion for knowledge, education, and culture, which established a relationship that 
oddly combined the acts of lovemaking and of reading aloud.4’’

At the trial, Michael is as puzzled as we are by Hanna's illiteracy as the key to 
all her actions. “I could understand she was ashamed at not being able to read or 
write, and would rather drive me away than expose herself. I was no stranger to 
shame as the cause of behavior that was deviant or defensive, secretive or mis
leading or hurtful. But could Hanna’s shame at being illiterate be sufficient rea
son for her behavior at the trial or in the camp? ... If Hanna’s motive was fear 
of exposure- why opt for the horrible exposure as a criminal over the harmless 
exposure as an illiterate?” (1 33) What he wants to know most of all was whether 
her actions were motivated by evil intent or by the reflexive defense of her secret 
shame, and after much anguished reasoning, he comes down in favor of the lat
ter, especially with regard to her recruitment. “She had decided against a pro
motion at Siemens, and fell into a job as a guard” (133). In his eyes, everything 
followed from that point and was borne out by what happened at the trial. Yet he 
turns that anguish, too, against himself: “However, the fact that I had not driven 
her away did not change the fact that I had betrayed her. So I was still guilty. And 
if I was not guilty because one cannot be guilty of betraying a criminal, then l was 
guilty of having loved a criminal” (134). Nevertheless, the end of the book sug
gests that during the long years of imprisonment, Hanna had come to an under
standing of her moral responsibility’ and could acknowledge her guilt, in part be
cause of the trial and to a greater extent because she was able to educate herself 
through reading historical accounts and memoirs of the Holocaust. Surely, there 
is a distinction between a passive reception of culture (being read to) and an ac
tive engagement with it (reading for and by oneself). In prison, Hanna may still 
be a listener to the tapes sent by Michael, but now she can also choose what to 
read—and this may make all the difference.47 Nevertheless, certain irreducible 
problems remain.

If “illiteracy in the story,” as Eva Hoffman comments, “stands not only for the 
deficiency of book-learning, but also for an inability to decipher the world and 
the attendant helplessness,” then “owing to her insulation, Hanna gets caught in
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a situation she has not chosen, and whose wider context, meanings, and impli 
cations she cannot grasp.” But as a “notional explanation” for Hanna’s behavior, 
Hoffman continues, the problem is the representation of Hanna’s character alto
gether, which although “filtered through the narrator’s vision and voice . . . her 
wartime past... is presented so sparsely, and at such a speculative remove, that 
the force of her ignorance in that situation is never persuasively shown."4''

The connection between literacy and morality is by no means self-evident. In 
fact, it is worth mentioning in this context another work in which the issue of lit
eracy is also at stake, but functions in quite an opposite way. This is Claude 
Lelouch’s epic film, Lcs Mise rabies (1995), which recasts Victor Hugo’s classic into 
a twentieth-century version of France under Nazi occupation and translates the 
figure of Jean Valjean into an illiterate truck driver and former boxer, Henri 
Fortin. On the run from the threat of a false imprisonment, Fortin finds himself 
heroically striving to save the various members of a Jewish family, also on the run, 
especially the young daughter, who is a stand-in for Cosette. Relentlessly pur
sued by a latter-day Javert, he follows the dictates of his conscience on more than 
one occasion. The only reward he asks is that his passengers on these and other 
trips read aloud to him Hugo’s novel, since again and again he has been told that 
it bears an uncanny resemblance to the course of his own life. Just as bookish in 
its own way as The Reader, the film, according to a quasi-romantic ideology, may 
also support the desire for literacy and all it is meant to signify. But what moti
vates the protagonist’s behavior is the simple and unequivocal morality of a “nat
ural man” who does the right thing because he cannot do otherwise.

There are other disquieting aspects to The Reader which have scarcely been 
mentioned. Since it was written, after all, for a German audience, w'e, for our 
part, may view some unexamined problems quite differently. Michael’s original 
motive for attending the trial of the camp guards had nothing to do with Hanna, 
whom he did not know would be one of the defendants. As a law student, he was 
a member of a seminar on the question of retroactive justice, led by an old pro
fessor who had returned from exile but remained an outsider in legal circles. The 
issue they were investigating was meritorious: how to judge the violation of 
statutes against murder already on the books but enforced quite differently in the 
Nazi era, particularly in the case of mass extermination. Well and good. The de
fense of only having “followed orders” is well known in all such trials, and the 
conflict between the demands of personal morality and state-sponsored crime in 
obedience to orders is hardly a trivial one. But it is also the nature of courtroom 
proceedings to raise another problem, one that in the success or failure of legal 
maneuvers may prove to separate law from the administration ol justice. Hanna 
has an incompetent lawyer (in whom at any rate she does not confide) and her 
bewildered candor only further antagonizes the judge, ensuring that of all the
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ildonilanls she in tin· «>»«* who will Ik- mad«· lo tain* tin* largest share ol blame.
I lor lollow guards aivusr hoi ol having written the damning report, a charge she 
«ami« it «oiliest, since she would have had to admit that she could not read or 
w i ll«· Hut the verdict ol the trial that “unfairly” inculpates Hanna more than she 
“deserves" only emphasizes all tin* more, from our point of view, the incom
mensurable gap between any legal procedure altogether, with its witnesses, evi 
deuce, ami courtroom protocols, and the nature and extent of the horrihe crimes 
committed.*“

This is not to say that Michael Derg minimizes the horror of those crimes, nor 
does he overlook the obnoxious behavior of the lawyers, “with their rhetorical 
legalistic pugnacity, jabbing pedantry, or loud, calculated truculence." (101 > But 
in tibserving the general numbness that eventually look hold of the spectators, 
faced with the continual “intrusion of horror into daily life,” he goes on to attri
bute the same numbness to “perpetrators and victims” as well as to “judges and 
lay members of the court. . . who had to deal with these events.” It is not easy to 
sort out this double equation, namely which is worse: the inclusion of spectators 
and court functionaries as sharing the same psychological response as those who 
experienced these events, or the similarity between prisoners and their persecu
tors? In the latter case, he quickly disavows any equivalence. He knows well the 
difference between “enduring suffering and imposing it on others” and makes it 
clear, if somewhat half-heartedly, that “when I likened perpetrators, victims, the 
dead, the living, survivors, and their descendants to each other, I didn’t feel good 
about it and 1 still don’t” (103).

What exercises him most, however, is the dilemma of his own generation: 
“What should it do with the knowledge of the horrors of the extermination of the 
Jews?” There is no place for comprehension, comparisons, or discussion, be
cause that would turn the Holocaust into an object of discussion. Silence is their 
only recourse. “To what purpose,” he asks, and ends with the cry: “But that some 
few would be convicted and punished while we of the second generation were si
lenced by revulsion, shame, and guilt—was that all there was to it now?" (104) 
Above all, he uses the occasion to indict the first generation when he has Hanna 
confront the judge and ask him point blank: under the same circumstances in the 
panic of the fire in the church, “what would you have done?” The judge's reply is 
abstract and evasive and hardly did “justice,” says the narrator (with what we hope 
is a certain irony), “to the seriousness of her question. . . . She had wanted to 
know what she should have done in her particular situation, not that there are 
things that are not done” (112; cf. 128).so

A second, perhaps more disturbing omission occurs in the scene with 
Michael’s father, equally of the judge’s generation. Having divined Hanna’s se
cret, Michael finds himself in an acute moral predicament. Should he intervene
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and tell the judge now what he knew, a fact which might help her case (“she was 
guilty, but not as guilty as she appeared”), or simply remain silent and not “barter 
her self-image for a few years in prison" ( U7 38)? He goes to his father, the pro
fessor of moral philosophy who had written books on Kant and Hegel, to ask 
his advice. I introduce this scene here because it brings us back to the issue of 
the meaning of culture, education, and a library of books, and also because the 
generic difficulty of such a decision is one that forces readers, too, perhaps for 
the only time in the book, to situate themselves in the place of the other. What 
would we have done? What would we do now if faced with such a choice in any 
far less loaded situation?'1 Michael frames the question only in the abstract, even 
though his father assumes the matter has something to do with the trial. Under 
normal circumstances, his fathers reply is commendable. “It is not the future 
happiness of a person that is in question.” Rather, “he instructed me about the in
dividual, about freedom and dignity', about the human being as subject and the 
fact that one may not turn him into an object" (14-1). While Michael’s first reac
tion was relief that he did not have to act (his usual tendency), his father’s further 
advice was to speak with the person directly in an effort at persuasion, a step 
Michael could certainly not take.

One of the main purposes of the scene is to highlight the relationship between 
a son and his remote parent, who was never available to him as a child. Michael 
had to make an appointment to see the professor, as though he were one of his 
father’s students. His father, we may recall, had been relieved of his professorial 
post during the Nazi regime for having delivered a lecture on Spinoza. Still, his 
son had placed him, too, under “a sentence ol shame,” as did all his peers with 
their parents, “even if the only charge we could bring was that after 1945 they had 
tolerated the perpetrators in their midst” (92). At any rate, the outcome of their 
awkward conversation does nothing to resolve the embarrassment they share in 
each other’s presence. Once again the personal and the political intersect with 
unresolved ambivalence. But for readers on the other side, the father’s advice re
quires at least the intimation of an ironic undercurrent. Under the influence of 
Kant and Hegel, how could a professor of philosophy, after 1945, speak of the 
dignity and freedom of the individual without a single trace of self-reflection? 
How could one speak authoritatively of not treating a person as an object, when 
an entire political culture had dehumanized an entire group of persons, even and 
especially before sending them to their deaths? All the more so under the pres
ent circumstances of a trial, which the father must have known revolved around 
the criminal culpability for just such a series of acts, in the camps and on the death 
marches?'·’ Like the judge, the father, too, takes refuge in abstractions rather than 
face a genuine issue with courage and some sell-rellective humility."

In the long run, what may disturb readers most is the humanization of the
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pcrpctratur in (hi- person nl llann.i, ami MiihdiTx conflicted and lasting attach 
ment Id In r While most nl us have pollen beyond thecomforting idea tlial those 
who p.nlic-ip.itcd in llu* I Inloc.uixt wen· somehow set apart from their fellow 
luinian beings h\ snnie innate depravity nr ideological fanaticism, Sc blink com 
pels us to confront tin- uncomfortable reality nl ordinary personhood through 
the lens nfhis tormented narrator, even though he slops short of giving us a fully 
realized portrait. Many others, like Hanna, also drifted into the orbit ol the 
camps out of weakness, ignorance, or just happenstance, and, onc e there, were 
enlisted into the entire operation and remained with it.'4 While Michael cannot 
fully accuse his parents as a number ol his (riends could theirs and with good 
reason he views his love affair in somewhat the same light. “The linger I 
pointed at her turned back to me. I had loved her. Even more, I had chosen her.
I tried to tell mvself I had known nothing of what she had done. ... I tried to 
talk myself into the state of innocence in which children love their parents. But 
love ol our parents is the only love for which we are not responsible.” Although 
perhaps yve are responsible, he adds (170-71).

On the personal level, Michael Berg’s story follows a familiar literary sce
nario. A boy comes of age through an affair with an older woman, a situation 
which in literature equates adulthood with profound loss and eventual disen
chantment, if not a tragic outcome." In this case, Michael never completes his 
mourning. He never gets beyond his choice of a love object, whom he had no 
right to love, twice over—for its transparent Oedipal overtones as for the ter
rible history she carries. One of the activities they share is joint bathing—a 
species of purificatory rituals for her, a maternal function for him? Schlink’s 
achievement, for all its flaws, is to confuse all the issues without supplying any 
simple resolutions to the messy accidents of life, on the one hand, or to the hor
rors of history, on the other. The forbidden erotic merges with and to some ex
tent is paired with the tormented political. Given the social taboo on an affair 
such as his, Michael has his own alienating secret which he cannot divulge to his 
family or peers, and Hanna has hers. He feels at times like the victim; at others, 
he comes close to accusing himself of being a perpetrator. The past is embedded 
in the body of a woman, whose scent suffuses him with longing and whose power 
over him remains to haunt his life over these many years, especially in those 
memories which he would both dispel and revive, a story he thinks was sad but 
happy. To the end his ambivalence remains, even in the version he finally writes:

Soon after her death, I decided to write the story of me and Hanna. Since 
then I’ve done it many times in my head, a little differently each time, 
with new images, and new strands of action and thought. Thus there are 
many different stories in addition to the one I have written. The guaran-
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tee that the written one is the right one lies in the fact that I wrote it and
not the other versions. (216)

Is this confession merely a postmodern gesture to the indeterminacy of any 
recollected account? Or is it yet another instance of Michael’s own retreat from 
life, his own apologetic, as it were, for the style of the entire book? He may be 
the consummate reader, but as a writer he reserves the right to keep us, his read
ers, at a disconcerting remove. Interestingly enough, there is one book he reads 
outside his literary canon. This is the survivor daughters memoir, which he eval
uates in a way that quite uncannily mirrors the effect of his own narrative. The 
memoir had not yet been translated into German, and so he had to read the book 
in English, which caused him some difficulty. “As always, the alien language, un- 
mastcred and struggled over, created a strange concatenation of distance and im
mediacy.” The book itself “remained as alien as the language itself.” Later he reads 
it again, this time in his own language, and realizes that “it is the book that cre
ates distance. It does not invite one to identify with it and makes no one sympa
thetic, neither the mother nor the daughter, nor those who shared their fate in 
various camps.” Nor does it give a dear enough picture of the oppressors, their 
names, their faces and shapes, “for the reader to be able to relate to them, to 
judge their acts for better or for worse. It exudes the very numbness I tried to 
describe before” (118-19). Yet he admires its powers of analysis and observation 
as well as the fact that the author had not only survived but was able to “give lit
erary form” to her experiences. While her account is the closest the narrator can 
come to at least knowing the facts of the events for which Hanna and the other 
guards were put on trial, he still cannot find the empathy and understanding to 
make the experience part of his internal life, not unlike the problems he has with 
recounting his own story in full.

Nothing could be further from Wilkomirski’s pseudomemoir, whose narra
tor, equally alienated from his German-speaking environment, overidentifies 
with the victims of the Holocaust, to the extent that he has imagined himself 
sto be one of them. Nothing could be further, cither, from the premises of Fugi
tive Pieces, in which one man's memoirs are the catalyst for another's self
understanding and, more broadly, suggest a way for memory to continue from 
one generation to the next. Yet even so, The Reader, despite (or because of) its in
ability to overcome its solipsistic uncertainties, also tells us something important 
about the workings of memory: its disruptive effects on consciousness as well as 
on narrative, together with the recording of thoughts, images, and experiences 
so long after the fact.

The Reader illustrates the prohlcmatization of memory itself, the feature that 
finally unifies these three very dilfcrent works, along with efforts to relieve but
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also to relive the Hit·«. 1.x ol traumatic experience 11 trough the act of writing it 
sell. II anything, there is what «nuld he called “a surplus of memory" underlying 
present experience, ready to resurface into uncanny repetition or painful con 
tiast. I he fragmented, at times disjointed junthle of Wilkomirski's images; the 
poetic density ol Jakob Beer’s (nr Ben’s) layered recollections; and Schlink’s el 
liptical challenge to both history and memory each in its own way uses style as 
well as content to probe the effects of the Holocaust on present clay comprehen 
sion, with a renewed intensity that borders on fixation. For Wilkomirski and 
Michaels, their voices also correspond to contemporary preoccupations with 
childhood trauma and vexing questions of fragmentary and incomplete (or even 
recovered) memory, whose aftereffects of loss and grief are deepened by the gaps 
in their knowledge and perceptions. Feelings of guilt and shame, along with self
accusations of betraying others, are repeated refrains in all three texts. These 
powerful emotions are typical for survivors, but they have special resonance in 
The Reader. The novel engages both political and personal issues and involves the 
collective relations between first and second generations, parents and children, 
but even more so, the love affair between Michael and Hanna. What is perhaps 
most interesting (and problematic) is Hanna’s moral journey from shame at her il
literacy as the major influence in her life to her subsequent acceptance of guilt 
(and responsibility) for what she has done, while Michael remains trapped in his 
own equivocations, to the extent of audaciously usurping the categories of vic
tim and perpetrator in his private erotic sphere.56

The last common feature to be addressed is the intersection between the pol
itics and poetics of memory, which gives two of these works greater depth and 
relevance—one perhaps accidentally, the other already of long duration. It is 
deeply ironic that the publication of Fragments, the work, long in the making, of 
a Swiss author, with its indictment of his heartless society, should have coin
cided with the scandal involving the Swiss banks’ concealment of Holocaust vic
tims’ assets for so many years. It was even less predictable, of course, that the 
subsequent revelation of his real identity would complicate, in the eyes of some, 
the political revelations that have compelled the Swiss to subject their national 
myths to serious scrutiny. Even more to the point with regard to The Reader is 
Germany’s continuing engagement with “overcoming the past” as a still active 
dialectic between a yearning for “normalization,” for Vergangenheitsbewaltigung, 
and the impossibility of yet achieving it, even now- with the third generation and 
thereafter. “At what moment does wood become stone, peat become coal, lime
stone become marble?” asks Jakob Beer of Fugitive Pieces (104). The answer is 
surely not yet, if ever, especially when recent efforts at “ethnic cleansing” in 
Europe seem to have taken the Holocaust as its model. It remains to be seen, of 
course, whether these fictional works will endure beyond a predictable time
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span, but the questions they raise, the techniques they use, and the traces they 
themselves leave in the mind, long after a first reading, suggest that at the cur
rent time they might be considered evidence of what I have called “new sound
ings” in Holocaust literature.i7
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often burdened by extravagant and facile claims, including those pertaining to so-called trauma
tized readers and the hyperventilated insistence on the unique “unrcprescntability" of Holocaust 
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3 3. This aspect is well treated by Mcira Cook, “At the Membrane of language and Silence: 
Metaphor and Memory in Fugitive Pieces," CanaJtan Literature 164 (2000): 12 3 3.
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IS Ami. as many have pointed out, her name Indn ales that sin is the ‘alter t-go" ol Michaels 
he! sell

l<> Yn iti.illy every eiitii, including Maeehler, The Wilkomirski Affau, 242 41, has pointed to 
analogues between Wilkniuirski's work and that id Jer/y Kosmski, The Painted Bird (Boston 
Houghton Miillin, l^hS), and surmise that Wilkomirski was influenced liy it in his own account. 
In fact, the parallels in detail are actually very minor, while the differences in style and substance 
are huge But from another point of view, the case of Kosinski is instruí live At times the author 
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42. Mary Ann Grossman, interview with Ann Michaels, (St. Paul, Minn.) Pioneer Planet. Au
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ample, Lang, ‘Best Selling Responses’; Ian Sansom, "Doubts about The Reader." Salmagundi I 24- 
25 (fall 1999-winter 2000): 3 16; and Ernestine Schlant, The Language of Silence West German lit
erature and the Holocaust (New York: Routlcdgc, 1999), 209- 35.
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which means “the one who reads aloud or recites." Hence, the book is fittingly about Michael Berg 
and not Hanna, who learned to read for herself from the tapes he had sent to the prison by labori
ously matching voice to printed word.

47. I owe this last observation to Anson Rabinbach.
48. Eva Hoffman, review of Bernhard Schlink, The Reader, The New Republic. March 28, 1998, 

33- 36. Berg learns the few facts of her biography early on (39): she was bom and raised in a 
German-speaking community in Rumania, came to Berlin at the age of sixteen, worked at a fac
tory job, and entered the army at twenty-one. He might have explained her illiteracy with refer
ence to the fact that she was not educated in Germany proper; likewise, he could have invoked her 
youth and inexperience as mitigating factors. But he never docs cither.

49. We might be reminded of Ida Fink’s scaring playlet, “The Table,” in A Scrap of Time and Other 
Stories, trans. Madeline Levine and Francinc Prose (New York: Pantheon, 1987), which implicitly 
confronts this very issue. It, too, stages a Holocaust trial, this time one of SS officers, who con
ducted a massacre of Jews in a town square. The lawyers’ insistence that the survivors provide 
eyewitness exactitude down to the smallest details (especially the dimensions and placement 
of the table at which the officers sat) succeeds finally in undermining the entire case against the 
defendants.

50. Hackctt (“Half Lives," 54) comments: “The issue is not what anyone should do or would do 
but what, if one wishes to retain an intact moral self, one ought never to do."

51. Cf. Schlink, The Reader, I 38.
52. Michael Berg docs, in fact, go to sec the judge, so we fully expect him to reveal the truth 

(“I couldn’t make myself visit Hanna. But neither could I endure doing nothing" (158)). Yet in a 
scene even more baffling than so many others, we realize only afterwards (and several re-readings) 
that he ultimately said nothing, but gives no reason for his decision.

53. In a recent interview with Schlink by Steven Erlangcr, “Postwar German Writer: A Bard of 
a Generation,” New York Times, January 19, 2002, sec. A, p. 4. Schlink defends Michael’s decision 
“to protect . . . her Lchensliigen, her life’s lies, which arc only hers to reveal." And Schlink contin
ues: “We’re not entitled to destroy them. . . . We cannot know better what is best for the other 
person. It '* a paternalistic approach I think is wrong." If the irony of the scene still seems to have es
caped him, the author-narrator might have indicated at least the contrast between the circum
stances of then and now.

54. These are the uncomfortable findings, for example, of Henry Friedlandcr, The Origins of 
Na/i Genocide: From F.uthonasia to the Final Solution (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 
1995), which studied the sociological profiles of the personnel in the euthanasia program, many of 
whom went on to staff the death camps. Robert lJfton's well-known study. The Naei Doctors Med
ical Killing and the Psychology of Genocide (New York: Basic Books, 1986), also disallows any easy 
answers.

55 The French in particular seem to like this theme; the most famous example is Raymond 
Rodrigue! s novel, Diahle iiu Cor pi (Paris: Grasset, 1923) One might think as well of author» such 
as Colette, Franyoisr Sagan, and Margurrite Dura» Robert Anderson’s play. Tea and Sympathy (New 
York: Random House, 1953; film version dir Vincente Minnelli, 1956), belongs to this genre But
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the most compelling ease is a powerful Swedish film, Torment (dir. Alf Sjoberg, 1944), featuring 
Ingmar Bergman's first screenplay.

56. Unlike Wilkomirski and Jakob Beer, who while growing up were desperate to read every
thing they could find on the Holocaust to enlarge their own sphere of reference, Michael Berg, for 
all his prowess as a reader, cannot seem to take this route to confront head on the deeds of the per
petrators —his legacy, his nation's history. Ironically, Hanna’s little library in her prison cell in
cludes some quite standard Holocaust books, suggesting that her self-education through reading 
led finally to self-knowledge and hence to acknowledgment of guilt. Reading, in this sense, takes 
on quite a different valence, not as the means to the acquisition of culture, broadly speaking, but as 
a major source of information. But cf. the quotation in n. 10 above.

57. My thanks to Marianne Hirsch, Daniel Mcdclsohn, Sidra Ezrahi, Susan Gubar, and Stanlcy 
Comgold for their astute comments and suggestions. This essay was completed several years ago. 
I have added references to the new bibliography which has appeared since then.
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H O L O C A U S T  T E S T I M O N I E S :  

A T T E N D I N G  T O  

T H E  V I C T I M ’ S  V O I C E

Dominick LoCapra

The interest in testimonies has been on the rise in the course of the last twenty 
years or so. Claude Lanzmann’s Shook of 1985 was not only a significant film; it 
also heralded the turn to survivor videos, a turn that helps to place Lanzmanns 
film in a broader context and enables a more informed and critical response to it, 
notably with reference to problems of interviewing and representation.'

The interviewer in survivor testimonies is in a position comparable to that of 
the oral historian. And one important role for testimonies is to supplement more 
standard documentary sources in history. But they may at times be of limited 
value when used narrowly to derive facts about events in the past. Historians who 
see testimonies as sources of facts or information about the past are justifiably 
concerned about their reliability. Less justifiably, they are at times prone to dis
miss an interest in them. The importance of testimonies becomes more apparent 
when they are related to the way they provide something other than purely doc
umentary knowledge. Testimonies are significant in the attempt to understand 
experience and its aftermath, including the role of memory anil its lapses, in 
coming to terms with or denying and repressing the past. Moreover, the in
terviewer in an exchange with the survivor or witness generally does not seek 
purely documentary knowledge of the past. His or her manifest implication in an
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attci lively i barged relalionxliip t«» tin- survivor or witness and tlu- spetidl, stress 
lul demands this relationship places on ini|uiry may have more general unpin a 
lions I'm historical research, especially willi rexpet I lo highly senxilive, enio 
lionallv latlen, ami evaluatively significant issues issues <|uiie prominent in (hut 
til'course not confined lo) I lolocaust studies. One issue that is raised in accentu 
aletl form l>y the study of survivor videos is how to represent and, more gener 
ally, come to terms w ith allect in those who have been victimized anti trauma
tized by their experiences, a problem that involves the tense relation between 
procedures of objective reconstruction of the past anti empathic response, espe
cially in the case of victims and survivors.

The psychoanalyst and interviewer for the Yale Fortunofl collection of sur
vivor videos, Dori Lauh, tells the following story:

A woman in her late sixties was narrating her Auschwitz experience to in
terviewers from the Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies at Yale. . . . 
She was relating her memories as an eyewitness of the Auschwitz uprising; 
a sudden intensity, passion and color were infused into the narrative. She 
was fully there. "All of a sudden,” she said, “we saw four chimneys going up 
in flames, exploding. The flames shot into the sky, people were running. It 
was unbelievable.” There was a silence in the room, a fixed silence against 
w hich the woman's words reverberated loudly, as though carrying along an 
echo of the jubilant sounds exploding from behind barbed wires, a stam
pede of people breaking loose, screams, shots, battle cries, explosions/

Laub continues:

Many months later, a conference of historians, psychoanalysts, and artists, 
gathered to reflect on the relation of education to the Holocaust, watched 
the videotaped testimony of the woman, in an attempt to better under
stand the era. A lively debate ensued. The testimony was not accurate, his
torians claimed. The number of chimneys was misrepresented. Histori
cally, only one chimney was blown up, not all four. Since the memory of 
the testifying woman turned out to be, in this way, fallible, one could not 
accept—nor give credence to—her whole account of events. It was ut
terly important to remain accurate, lest the revisionists in history' discredit 
everything. (S9-60)

Referring to himself, Laub comments that

a psychoanalyst who had been one of the interviewers of this woman, pro
foundly disagreed. “The woman was testifying,” he insisted, “not to the 
number of chimneys blown up, but to something else, more radical, more
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crucial, the reality of an unimaginable occurrence. One chimney blown 
up in Auschwitz was as incredible as four. The number mattered less than 
the fact of the occurrence. The event itself was almost inconceivable.
The woman testified to an event that broke the all compelling frame of 
Auschwitz, where Jewish armed revolts just did not happen, and had no 
place. She testified to the breakage of a framework. That was historical 
truth.” (60)

Lest one leap immediately to the conclusion that there was a confusion of 
tongues in this interchange between “the historians” and “a psychoanalyst” or 
even a differend based on two utterly incompatible visions of the truth, one may 
offer a different interpretation. The woman testified to and, to some extent, re
lived her experience of events. At a certain intense point in her narrative, as Laub 
puts it, “she was there”—or so it seems. In one important sense, her testimony 
is not open to criticism as evidence of her experience as she now recalls and re
lives it. How that testimony relates to an accurate empirical reconstruction of 
events involved in her account, such as the number of chimneys exploded or set 
aflame at Auschwitz, is a distinguishable question. What she relives of the past, 
as if it were happening now in the present, may, to a greater or lesser extent, be 
(or not be) an accurate enactment, reconstruction, or representation of what ac
tually occurred in the past. It may involve distortion, disguise, and other permu
tations relating to processes of imaginative transformation and narrative shaping 
perhaps as well as repression, denial, dissociation, and foreclosure. But these is
sues have a bearing only on certain aspects of her account and could not invali
date it in its entirety'. Moreover, one may well argue that the woman testifies not 
only to her personal experience but to something larger, haring social signifi
cance: the breaking of what Laub terms an “all compelling frame.” The ability to 
break this compelling frame, if only retrospectively by talking about it in a cer
tain way, is an indication that the woman is not simply reliving or compulsively- 
acting out the past but to some extent working it over and possibly working it 
through. The performativity of her narration is complex insofar as it extends 
over analytically distinguishable but existentially intertw ined processes of acting 
out, working over, and working through - processes that of course have many 
subtle intermediaries and combined or hybridized forms.

The response of the woman in Laub s story prompts one to raise the question 
of traumatic memory and its relation to memory both in the ordinary sense of the 
word ami in its more critical sense insofar as it is tested and, w ithin limits, con
trolled by historical research. In traumatic memory the event somehow registers 
and may actually be relived in the present, at times in a compulsively repetitive 
manner. It may not he subject to controlled, conscious recall. But it returns in
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nightman's, flashbacks, anxiety attacks, an<l other forms of intrusively repetitive 
behavior characteristic of an all-compelling frame. Traumatic memory (at least 
in Freud’s account) may involve belated temporality and a period of latency he 
tween a real or fantasized early event and a later one that somehow recalls it and 
triggers renewed repression or foreclosure and intrusive behavior. But when the 
past is uncontrollably relived, it is as if there were no difference between it and 
the present. Whether or not the past is reenacted or repeated in its precise lil- 
erality, one feels as if one were back there reliving the event, and distance be
tween here and there, then and now collapses. To use Heidegger’s term, one 
might perhaps refer to traumatic Dasein as experientially being back there, anx
iously reliving in its immediacy something that was a shattering experience for 
which one was not prepared—for which one did not have, in Freud’s term, 
Angstbercitschaft (the readiness to feel anxiety). Traumatic Dasein haunts or pos
sesses the self, is acted out or compulsively repeated, and may not be adequately 
symbolized or accessible in language, at least in any critically mediated, con
trolled, self-reflexive manner. Words may be uttered but seem to repeat what 
was said then and function as speech acts wherein speech itself is possessed or 
haunted by the past and acts as a reenactment or an acting out. When the past be
comes accessible to recall in memory, and when language functions to provide 
some measure of conscious control, critical distance, and perspective, one has 
begun the arduous process of working over and through the trauma in a fashion 
that may never bring full transcendence of acting out (or being haunted by 
revenants and reliving the past in its shattering intensity) but which may enable 
processes of judgment and at least limited liability and ethically responsible 
agency. These processes are crucial for laying ghosts to rest, distancing oneself 
from haunting revenants, renewing an interest in life, and being able to engage 
memory in more critically tested senses.

In memory as an aspect of working through the past, one is both back there and 
here at the same time, and one is able to distinguish between (not dichotomize) 
the tw'o. In other w'ords, one remembers--perhaps to some extent still com
pulsively reliving or being possessed by—what happened then without losing a 
sense of existing and acting now. This duality (or double inscription) of being is 
essential for memory as a component of working over and through problems. At 
least in one operative dimension of the self, one can say to oneself or to others: 
“I remember what it was like back then, but I am here now, and there is a differ
ence between the tw'o.” This is not moralistically to blame someone tragically 
possessed by the past and reliving its suffering to such an extent that present life 
and the assumption of its responsibilities become impossible. Nor is it to assert 
the possibility of total mastery or full dialectical overcoming of the past in a re
demptive narrative or a speculative Aujhebung and I'ersohnung—a stereotypically
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Hegelian overcoming and reconciliation - wherein all wounds are healed with 
out leaving scars and full ego identity is achieved. Indeed severely traumatized 
people may have different dimensions of the self engaged in acting out, working 
over, and working through, which may not, to a greater or lesser extent, effec
tively communicate with one another.

The process of working over and through the past is itself repeated and sub
ject to remission, but it counteracts the compulsively repetitive, full reliving 
of the traumatizing past and the feeling that one is simply back there in which 
“there" involves an experiential identity between here and there, now and then. 
It also enables ethically responsible behavior, including consideration for others, 
which may not be available to someone insofar as he or she is in an impossible 
situation (as were certain inmates of concentration and death camps) or com
pulsively reliving a traumatic past. Moreover, it is conceivable that in working 
through problems, memory may assimilate the results of critical testing and in
tegrate accurate information as a validated component of the way the past is re
called, especially as memory is disseminated in the public sphere. Indeed one of 
the ways history is not merely professional or a matter of research is that it un
dertakes to create a critically tested, accurate memory as its contribution to a 
cognitively and ethically responsible public sphere. Memory of this sort is im
portant for an attempt to acknowledge and relate to the past in a manner that 
helps to make possible a legitimate democratic polity in the present and future.

I have broached the perplexing question of how to represent and relate to 
limit events. Traumatic limit events pose challenges to both reconstruction or 
representation and dialogic exchange. Jean-François Lyotard and others (Saul 
Friedlànder, for example) have theorized this problem in terms of the unrepre
sentable excess of extreme events that call for discursive and affective responses 
that are never adequate to them. * This is, I think, an important point even if one 
would want to signal its dangers and qualify it in certain ways. In videos one has 
the embodied voices of witnesses and survivors who typically have been over
whelmed by the excess of traumatizing events and the experience of them. Those 
interviewed are both living archives and more or other than living archives. 
Viewing these videos has effects on people. The sound of the voices, the often ag
onized looks on the faces have a powerful, at times an overwhelming, effect, and 
the impression may remain with the viewer long after the actual event. Different 
people are able to view these videos for variable but limited periods before they 
shut down and are unable to take more. (In using videos in teaching, I have found 
that about one hour is a general limit for students.) There is, moreover, the eth
ically induced feeling that one may not be responding with sufficient empathy, a 
reaction that increases the anxiety one feels both because of the evident, often 
overwhelming pain of the survivor recalling and even returning to the position
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wh.it is being reeounted or relived.'

Despite its significance, the notion that traumatic limit events involve and 
convey an unrepresentable, anxiety producing excess may have two questionable 
consequences, even if one does not go to the hyperbolic point of identifying that 
excess with the “real” or with the idea that, in traumatic memory, the event is re 
pealed in its incomprehensible, unreadable lilerality. First, an exclusive empha 
sis or hxation on unrepresentable excess may divert attention from what may in
deed he represented or reconstructed with respect to traumatizing limit events, 
which should be done as accurately as possible. The latter includes the daily life 
of victims, a problem to which Saul Friedlander’s Nazi Germany and the Jews is 
dedicated. As Friedlánder says in his introduction:

At each stage in the description of the evolving Nazi policies and the at
titudes of German and European societies as they impinge on the evolu
tion of those policies, the fate, the attitudes, and sometimes the initia
tives of the victims are given major importance. Indeed, their voices are 
essential if we are to attain an understanding of this past. For it is their 
voices that reveal what was known and what could be known; theirs were 
the only voices that conveyed both the clarity of insight and the total 
blindness of human beings confronted with an entirely new and utterly- 
horrifying reality. The constant presence of the victims in this book, 
while historically essential in itself, is also meant to put the Nazis’ ac
tions into full perspective.s

A second dubious consequence of the notion of an unrepresentable excess in 
traumatic limit events is that it may lead to a construction of these events in 
terms of an insufficiently differentiated, rashly generalized, hyperbolic aesthetic 
of the sublime or even a (positive or negative) sacralization of the event which 
may prompt a foreclosure, denigration, or inadequate account not only of rep
resentation but of the difficult issue of ethically responsible agency both then 
and now. One may perhaps detect such a hyperbolic appeal to the sublime and 
the unrepresentable in Lyotard himself.b I have speculated that the sublime may 
itself be construed as a secular displacement of the sacred in the form of a radi
cally transcendent, inaccessible, unrepresentable other (including the alterity 
of radical evil). The typical response it evokes is silent awe. I have also argued 
that one important tendency in modern thought and practice has been the at
tempt to link the traumatic to—or even convert it into—the sublime by trans
valuing it and making it the basis for an elevating, supra-ethical, even elated or 
quasi-transcendental test of the self or the group. Such an attempt took a partic
ular form in certain Nazis themselves, involving the ability to perpetrate and en-
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dure scenes of unheard-of devastation and horror. Here one may briefly recall 
Himmlers 1943 Posen speech to upper-level SS officers- in important ways a 
proof text of Nazi ideology' and of an important dimension of modern thought 
more generally, particularly with respect to the fascination with excess and un
heard-of transgression. In that speech, Himmler asserted that Nazis remained 
decent in the face of a geometrically increasing expanse of corpses and that their 
ability to combine these antinomic features—decency (in Kantian terms, the 
morally beautiful and uncontaminated), on the one hand, and a seeming mathe
matical sublime, on the other—is what made them hard.

Moreover, I have suggested that the notion of a negative sublime—one in 
which the negativity perhaps always involved in sublimity becomes particularly 
accentuated—is applicable to dimensions of the Shoah, notably to the Nazi quest 
for redemption or regeneration through an extremely violent, distorted sacrifi
cial process involving quasi-ritual anxiety about contamination and the redemp
tive quest for purification of the Volksgcmeinschaft from putatively contaminating 
presences.7 The possible role of a Nazi sublime should be understood as one fac
tor (not a total explanation) of Nazi ideology and practice, especially with re
spect to fanatically committed Nazis such as Hitler, Himmler, and Goebbels as 
well as many upper-level SS officers who were prime movers of the Holocaust. 
(It probably did not apply, at least typically, to middle- and lower-level func
tionaries or to such groups as police battalions of “ordinary” men motivated by 
"ordinary” forces such as obedience to orders, peer pressure, and the desire to 
conform.) Its possible role nonetheless attests to the importance of distinguish
ing between the different modalities of the sublime and of being as careful as pos
sible about its invocation, especially with respect to a dubiously homogenizing 
and possibly evasive use of it in one’s own voice to apply to the Holocaust as an 
undifferentiated scene of excess and unimaginable horror.

Despite its clear and present dangers, the value of the notion of an unrep
resentable excess is to foreground the problem of the possibilities and limits of 
both representation and dialogic exchange in responding to—or coming to 
terms with - events of the Shoah (as well as other limit events in history). And 
it simultaneously raises the question of the relations between research, memory, 
and what limits them.

A goal of historical understanding is, as I have intimated, to develop not only 
a professionally validated public record of past events but also a critically tested, 
empirically accurate, accessible memory of significant events which becomes 
part of the public sphere. A related goal at the horizon of memory work is to 
assist in the effort to restore to victims (at least symbolically or even post
humously) the dignity perpetrators took from them a restorative eliort in 
which historical discourse is itsellengaged to some extent in processes of mourn
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inj* and attempts at proper burial (important form* of working through tin· past) 
This process of memory work is related to hut not identical with research, 
ami it is hotiml up with tiu· problem ol trauma ami I hr challenges it poses to 
memory in the sense o| critically tested recall or recollection. Research is ol 
course crucial, and, in an important sense, it is broader than memory; it involves 
elements that are not committed to memory either by the collectivity or by the 
individual, including the historian. Hut one may contend that the past is signifi 
cant in its bearing on the present and future to the extent that it makes contact 
with problems ol memory. It is what is allowed or made to enter into publicly ac
cessible memory not historical research in general which enables the past to 
be available lor both uses and abuses, and the precise manner in which it becomes 
available (or is suppressed, distorted, or blocked) is ol the utmost importance."

Accurate memory of the past may or may not be necessary for an individual 
“cure” (if one can indeed provide an acceptable definition of this mcdicalized no
tion which it may be best to avoid, at least in historical and critical-theoretical 
work). But one may argue that such memory —including memory that confronts 
the traumatic dimensions of history—is ethically desirable in coming to terms 
with the past both for the individual and for the collectivity. It is bound up with 
one’s self-understanding and with the nature of a public sphere, including the 
way a collectivitv comes to represent its past in its relation to its present and fu
ture. One may also argue that accurate memory concerning events that play a 
crucial part in a collective past is an important component of a legitimate polity.4 
Moreover, accurate, critically tested memory work is related to the kind of ac
tive forgetting of the past, or letting bygones be bygones, which (to the extent it 
is possible) is both earned through collective effort and desirable in group rela
tions—not simply a matter of political expediency. (In this sense, active forget
ting is of course a complement of—not an alternative to— remembering and 
memory work.) In this context, an extremely difficult problem is how to respond 
to—and give an account of—traumatic limit events and their effects in people’s 
lives in different genres and areas of study.

Any answer to this question is problematic and contains—in the dual sense 
of “includes” and “holds or hems in”—paradoxes, because trauma invites dis
tortion, disrupts genres or bounded areas, and threatens to collapse distinc
tions. The problem here is how one tries to inscribe and bind trauma and atten
dant anxiety in different genres or disciplinary areas in spite of the fact that no 
genre or discipline “owns” trauma as a problem or can provide definitive bound
aries for it. I think the anxiety attendant on trauma and related to a questioning 
of clear-cut definitions of genres or disciplines should in important ways remain 
active and not be denied or repressed. It is, for example, what motivates a cer
tain hesitancy (what in Thomas Mann’s Doctor Faustus is expressed in terms of the
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narrator’s or writer’s trembling hand) in putting forth a general method or even 
a limited interpretation of a problem, and it also inhibits unqualified rejection 
or avoidance of analyses or interpretations with which one does not agree. But 
all distinctions, while being subjected to pressure and recognized as more or 
less problematic in their relation to phenomena, should not be conflated with 
binary oppositions and blurred or collapsed. Nor should the notion of trauma 
be rashly generalized or the difference between trauma victim and historian or 
secondary witness— or, for that matter, between traumatization and victim- 
hood —be elided.10

In testimonies the survivor as witness often relives traumatic events and is 
possessed by the past. These are the most difficult parts of testimony for the sur
vivor, the interviewer, and the viewer of testimonies. Response is a pressing is
sue, and one may feel inadequate or be confused about how to respond and how 
to put that response into words. One question is whether one can and should de
velop what might be called an ethics of response for secondary witnesses—in
terviewers, oral historians, and commentators. Such an ethics would at least be
come a force or consideration in a larger force field. Here it is important to 
recognize that a historian or other academic, however attentive and empathetic 
a listener he or she may be, may not assume the voice of the victim. In addition, 
the academic (as academic) is not—and is not entitled simply to identify with— 
a therapist working in intimate contact with survivors or other traumatized 
people. Reading texts, working on archival material, or viewing videos is not 
tantamount to such contact. Moreover, with respect to the interviewer or oral 
historian, one may argue that it is dubious to try' to induce the survivor to relive 
trauma and in a sense be revictimized before the camera even if one’s motive is 
to empathize or even to identify fully with the victim and transmit the experience 
to the viewer. (Such an attempt to take the survivor back—-figuratively and at 
limes even literally—to the scene of victimization and traumatization is evident 
in Claude Lanzmann as interviewer in Shoah, and at times it leads to intrusive 
questioning.)

More generally, one may question the desire to identify fully with, and relive 
the experience of, the victim in however vicarious a fashion. The force of this de
sire may both occlude the problem of agency in one’s own life and desensitize one 
to the problem and process of attempting to move, however incompletely, from 
victim to survivor and agent in survivors themselves. This arduous process, 
which bears on the afterlife of victims as survivors, warrants extensive study. It 
is not a concern in Lanzmann’s Shoah or even in Lawrence Langer’s Holocaust Tes
timonies, both of which are concerned with victims as victims, not as survivors or 
agents.11 Also dubious is a response to which luinzmann and linger are decidedly 
(I think justifiably) opposed: one that circumvents, denies, or represses the
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trauma that callt-d it into existence, lor example, through unqualified object ili 
cation, formal analysis, or harmonizing indeed redemptive narrative through 
w Imh one derives I'm in the sullering of'others something career enhancing, 
“spirituallv" uplifting, or identity forming lor oneself or one’s group."

Uiu|uali!icd objectification and narrative harmonization as well as unmedialed 
identification are particularly questionable when they occur in areas of political 
and social life, including the classroom. Without positing a simple binary op 
position, l would suggest that excessive objectification, purely formal analysis, 
and narrative harmonization (including what Eric Santner has termed narrative 
fetishism) may be more likely when one uses printed sources or conducts archival 
research.11 In partial contrast, videos may present in an especially powerful form 
the temptation of extreme identification.M

Objectivity is a goal of professional historiography related to the attempt to 
represent the past as accurately as possible. One may reformulate and defend this 
goal in postpositivistic terms by both questioning the idea of a fully transparent, 
unproblematic representation of the way things in the past “really were” and rec
ognizing the need to come to terms with one’s transferential implication in 
the object of study by critically mediating projective inclinations, undertaking 
meticulous research, and being open to the way one’s findings may bring into 
question or even contradict one’s initial hypotheses or assumptions. One may 
also distinguish objectivity from excessive objectification that restricts histori
ography to narrowdy empirical and analytic techniques and denies or downplays 
the significance of the problems of subject position and voice in coming to terms 
with the implication and response of the historian with respect to the object of 
study (including the voices of others). Simultaneously, one may recognize the 
need for objectification within limits both for research and for the protection of 
the researcher, especially in areas in which traumatic suffering is marked and the 
tendency to identify fully with the victim may be compelling.

Pronounced, if not excessive, objectification is at times present in even so un
questionably important and groundbreaking a work as Raul Hilberg’s Destruction 
of the European Jews, and it is exacerbated by the fact that Hilberg, in his painstak
ing analysis of the Nazi “machinery of destruction,” tended not to employ the tes
timony of victims and based his study largely on documents left by perpetrators. 
In Hilberg an objectifying methodology induces (or at least is conjoined with) 
what may be an insensitivity to the plight of members of Jewish Councils, wfhom 
Hilberg discusses in a distanced and harshly critical way, largely oblivious to the 
double binds or impossible situations in which Nazi policy placed these coun
cils.15 In marked contrast, Daniel Goldhagen, while relying on printed sources, 
has instantiated the possibility of extreme identification with Jewish victims (as 
Goldhagen understands —or rather imagines—them in their relation to perpe
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trators) accompanied by an inability to employ evidence to test rather than 
simply illustrate extremely questionable hypotheses and assumptions. (One such 
assumption is the idea that “the long-incubating, pervasive, virulent, racist, clim- 
inationist antisemitism of German culture,” indeed “the ubiquity of elimination - 
ist antisemitism” in Germany, was the sole significant motivational factor for per
petrators in the Holocaust).1*’

Still, even when one resists going to Goldhagen’s extreme, videos may pre
sent in an especially forceful manner the temptation of a primarily participatory, 
identificatory response. In the first of her chapters in Testimony, Shoshana Felman 
recounts how her class at Yale faced radical disorientation and the threat of break
down, both socially and as individuals, after viewing Holocaust videos. She tells 
of how she became “a witness to the shock communicated by the subject-matter; 
the narrative of how the subject-matter was unwittingly enacted, set in motion in 
the class, and how testimony turned out to be at once more critically surprising 
and more critically important than anyone could have foreseen."17 Coupled with 
reading literary texts, the viewing of testimonies “carried the class beyond a limit 
that (she) could foresee”—something that took her “completely by surprise. The 
class itself broke out into a crisis" (47). After consulting with Don Laub, they 
“concluded that what was called for was for [her] to reassume authority as the 
teacher of the class, and bring the students back into significance” (48).

One may question whether taking up an authoritative role that brings students 
“back into significance” is tantamount to working through problems. As I have in
timated, one may also raise doubts about an academic’s tendency to identify with 
a therapist in intimate contact with traumatized people as well as about the iden
tification of a class with trauma victims and survivors—tendencies that may 
induce the readers identification with one or the other subject position. In any 
case, the extreme traumatization of a class through a process of unchecked iden
tification with victims would obviously not be a criterion of success in the use of 
survivor videos. And it would be preferable to avoid or at least counteract such 
traumatization—or its histrionic simulacrum—rather than to seek means of as
suaging it once it had been set in motion.

The broader question is the role of empathy in understanding, including his
torical understanding, and its complex relations to objectification and dialogic 
exchange. Empathy is an affective component of understanding, and it is difficult 
to control. Certain professional identifications or research strategies may at
tempt to marginalize or even eliminate (perhaps blind one to) its role along with 
affective response in general. But empathy is bound up with a transferential re 
lation to the past, and it is arguably an affective aspect of understanding which 
both limits objectification and exposes the self to involvement or implication 
in the past, its actors, and its victims. As 1 have already tried to argue, desirable



empathy involves not lull idcnliiiiation lint what might I»«· termed empatlm 
uusetllement m tin· laic of traumatic limit events, their perpetrators, and their 
vii tuns

I nipatlm unsettlenient may of course take different forms, and it may 
at limes result in secondary or muted trauma as well as objectionable sell 
dramatization in someone responding to the experience ol victims It is plausible 
to think secondary trauma is likely in the case of those who treat traumatized vie 
tints or even in the case of interviewers who work closely with victims and sur 
vivors. But it may he hyperbolic to argue that all those who come into contact 
with certain material, such as Holocaust videos, undergo at some level second 
ary or muted trauma. And one may justifiably he wary of the overextension of the 
concept of trauma, even though any idea of stric tly mastering its use and defin
ing its range may he self-defeating. But it is blatantly obvious that there is a ma
jor difference between the experience of camp inmates or Holocaust survivors 
and that of the viewer of testimony videos. Still, even the viewing of videos may- 
have different subjective effects on different people, including recurrent night
mares, and the possibility of secondary trauma cannot be discounted.

Without implying a rash generalization of trauma, empathic unsettlement 
should, in mv judgment, affect the mode of representation in different, nonleg- 
islated wavs, but still in a fashion that inhibits or prevents extreme objectification 
and harmonizing narratives. Indeed it is related to the performative dimension of 
an account, and, despite the ways performativity may lend itself to abuse, the 
problem of performative engagement with unsettling phenomena is important in 
an exchange with the past. One’s own unsettled response to another’s unsettle
ment can never be entirely under control, but it may be affected by one’s active 
awareness of, and need to come to terms with, certain problems related to one’s 
implication in, or transferential relation to, charged, value-related events and 
those involved in them. In addition, the attempt to give an account of traumatic 
limit events should have nonformulaic effects on one’s mode of representation 
even independent of all considerations concerning one’s actual experience or de
gree of empathy. In other words, one may maintain that there is something inap
propriate about modes of representation which in their very style or manner of 
address tend to overly objectify, smooth over, or obliterate the nature and impact 
of the events they treat.18 Still, one need not go to the extreme of dissociating af
fect or empathy from intellectual, cognitive, and stylistic or rhetorical concerns, 
and one may ask whether empathy is on some level necessary for understanding 
(however limited or self-questioning that understanding may be). With respect 
to perpetrators, one may justifiably resist empathy in the sense of feeling or un
derstanding that may serve to validate or excuse certain acts. In fact one may feel 
antipathy or hatred. But one may nonetheless argue that one should recognize
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and imaginatively apprehend that certain forms of behavior (that of the Emsat/- 
gruppen or of camp guards, for example) may be possible for oneself in certain 
circumstances, however much the events in question beggar the imagination. 
One may even suggest that recognition is necessary for being better able to resist 
even reduced analogues of such behavior as they present themselves as possibili
ties in one’s own life.

The foregoing argument does not mean that one can provide a how-to book 
that stipulates formulaically the manner in which historians or others should re
spond with “proper" empathy and enable that response to affect their writing or 
mode of representation. In fact a primary commitment to objectification and 
empirical-analytic methods in historiography may confront anyone trying to 
create a problematic space for empathic response (a space that in no sense ex
cludes careful research and critical, contextual analysis) with a double bind or 
dilemma. On the one hand, one may be asked for concrete procedures, analo
gous to those employed in empirical-analytic research, which could be taught 
and followed as rules of historical method. But how could one, with respect to 
empathy, provide anything analogous to procedures for footnoting references 
or authenticating sources? On the other hand, any such procedures or rules— 
more plausibly, any suggestions one puts forward—might bring the charge that 
they could readily be mechanized and abused. The double bind is a reason it is 
difficult to acknowledge affective response within a disciplinary framework 
that, in any case, may be constitutively informed by an attempt to exclude or 
marginalize affectivity and attendant anxiety. It may also be taken to indicate 
that one cannot—and should not even attempt to—protide procedures or 
rules concerning the proper use or correct “dosage” of affect or empathy. Rather 
the problem is how an attentiveness to certain issues may lead to better self
understanding and to a sensitivity or openness to responses that generate nec
essary tensions in one’s account. This attentiveness creates, in Nietzsche’s term, 
a Schwergewtcht, or stressful weight, in inquiry; and it indicates how history in its 
own way poses problems of writing or signification which cannot be reduced to 
writing up the results of research.

In literature and art (of course including film), one may observe the role of a 
practice that has perhaps been especially pronounced since the Shoah but may 
also be found earlier, notably in testimonial art: experimental, gripping, and 
risky symbolic emulation of trauma in what might be called traumatized or 
posttraumatic writing (“writing” in the broad sense that extends to all significa
tion or inscription). This markedly performative kind of writing may be risky 
at least insofar as it is not automatized and assimilated in mimetic fashion as an 
all-purpose methodology that predictably privileges excess, incalculahility, the 
transgression of limits, (self-shattering, unbound or associative play, and so



lorth, But, rvcn m ils riskier ,iml less preilii table forms, il * relatively safe liavcn 
« ompai etl willi ai tuai tiauinali/alioi) Il may even be a means of bearing witness 
lo, niai (mg, ami, lo some extent, working over anil through trauma whether 
personally experience«!, transmilleil Iront inlimalcs, or sensei) in one's larger 
so« lal ami cultural selling. Imleeil such writing, with signifuant variations, has 
been prevalent since the end of the nineteenth century in figures as different 
as Nietzsche, Mallarmé, Virginia Woolf, Blanchot, Kafka, (elan, Beckett, f-ou 
vault, and Derrida. One crucial form it takes notably in figures such as Blan 
chut, Kalka, (.'clan, and Beckett is what might perhaps be seen as a writing of 
terrorized disempowerment as close as possible to the experience of traumatized 
victims without presuming to be identical to it.

It is debatable whether such writing has a place in literary criticism and the 
kind of philosophy which is close to it and to literature itself.I would defend its 
role in criticism that emulates its object, but I would not see it as the only or even 
the preferred path for literary criticism or for its interaction with philosophy and 
literature, It is an extremely demanding and easily mishandled limit form of the 
attempt to bring criticism into close proximity or dialogue with art and prevent 
it from aspiring to the status of a masterful metalanguage; but the active attempt 
to distance oneself from this pretension to full mastery may take other forms that 
include a role for historical analysis and the elucidation, not only the emulation, 
of experimental literary texts or other artworks. Emulative writing becomes es
pecially open to question when it takes an unmodulated orphie, cryptic, indi
rect, allusive form that may render or transmit the disorientation of trauma but 
provide too little a basis for attempts to work it through even in symbolic terms.

Still, some of the most powerful and thought-provoking recent criticism is 
that which opens itself to the réinscription or emulation of disorienting, disrup
tive, posttraumatic movements in the most powerful and engaging literary texts 
or works of art. One may at times sense such movements in Cathy Caruths writ
ing. One remarkable use of the term precisely, along with paradoxically, in her writ
ing comes precisely when the thought is least precise and most perplexing, per
haps at times disoriented—but in thought-provoking w-ays that give a “feel” for 
traumatic experience. In this sense, precisely may be invoked more or less uncon
sciously as a compellingly repeated marker or trace of posttraumatic effects that 
may not be sufficiently worked through. Shoshana Felman uses the terms para
doxically and paradoxically enough so repeatedly that their meaning and force are 
almost evacuated—or perhaps they come to function as apotropaic devices that 
both conjure up and conjure away the unsettling effects of paradox. Still, her last 
chapter in Testimony, in which she discusses Lanzmann’s Shoah, is quite different 
from her first chapter, in which she somewhat self-dramatizingly is anxious about 
the effects of trauma in a class. In her discussion of Shoah she writes in a frag
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mented, lyrical, participatory style that helps to evoke the movement and almost 
compulsive power of the film, although her approach may entail certain sacrifices 
in the critical analysis of Lanzmanns masterpiece.”

In historiography the attempt at, or effect of, bearing witness to or even 
‘emulating’' trauma (if that is the right term) in an extremely exposed and ex
perimental style would be questionable to the extent that it overwhelmed the 
demands of accurate reconstruction and critical analysis instead of tensely 
interacting with and, to some extent, raising questions for those demands. One 
important text in which such a style at times seems to undercut the historical na
ture of the analysis is Foucault s Folie a deration: Htaoire de lafolie a Vogt classtque.
In it Foucault does not quote or even summarize the voices of radical disorienta
tion or unreason but rather allows them to—or is open to the manner in which 
they—agitate or infiltrate his own tortured, evocative discourse—a discourse 
that may exhilarate the reader or threaten to make him or her mad (in both senses 
of the word). ·’’ I would in general argue that in history there is a crucial role for 
empathic unsettlement as an aspect of understanding which stylistically upsets 
the narrative voice and counteracts harmonizing narration or unqualified objec
tification yet allows for a tense interplay between critical, necessarily objectify
ing reconstruction and affective response to the voices of victims. I would even 
entertain the possibility of carefully framed movements in which the historian at
tempts more risk laden, experimental overtures in an attempt to come to terms 
with limit events.

A larger question here is the complex relation of acting out, reliving, or em- 
ulatively enacting (or exposing oneself to) trauma and working it over as well as 
possibly working it through in a manner that never fully transcends or masters it 
but allows for survival, a measure of agency, and ethical responsibility—a ques
tion that bears in significantly different ways on people occupying significantly 
different and internally differentiated subject positions, such as victim, witness, 
therapist, ‘imaginative” writer or artist, and secondary witness or historian. In 
an attempt to address this extremely complex and difficult question, there may 
be limited justifications for various responses short of full identification and un
qualified objectification. The problem that clearly deserves further reflection is 
the nature of actual and desirable responses in different genres, practices, and 
disciplines, including the status of mixed or hybridized genres and the possibil
ity of playing different roles or exploring different approaches in a given text or 
‘performance."

Survivor testimony, including the interviewing process, is in certain wav’* a 
new, necessarily problematic genre-in-the-making with implications for oral his
tory. particularly in especially sensitive areas of research. Historians have not yet 
worked out altogether acceptable ways of “uiing" testimonies, and their task is



I complicated by ill»· at times marked dill'erencc.s between the conditions 
xperiences ol victims as well as their responses to them. As one limited but 

tin ant instance ol the diversity ol responses to limit events within the group 
ol Jew ish victims and survivors alone, one may brielly mention the cases ol 
Helen K. and 1 eon S in the Yale hirlunoH collection.''

I lelen K. seems to see the world in secular terms. She stresses the role ol're
sistance and the manner in which her desire to defeat Hitler in his will to kill her 
was a force in her survival. Discussing her father’s disappearance in the Warsaw 
ghetto, she speculates on the basis of little evidence that he was picked up by a 
Herman patrol. She never allows herself to entertain the possibility that he aban 
dotted the family: this disturbing thought which can only be suggested by 
the viewer - is not allowed to enter her mind. Her mother was captured (first 
thought killed) during the Warsaw ghetto uprising when Germans invaded the 
house in which they were hiding (a house that also contained the bunker of Re
sistance leader Mordechai Anielewicz). She later is surprised to find her mother 
in Majdanek and spends six or eight impossible weeks with the weak and debili
tated woman until the mother is “selected” for death. In the tightly packed cattle 
car in which Helen K. and her thirteen-year-old brother are deported after the 
fall of the Warsaw- ghetto, the brother, suffering from lack of oxygen, dies in her 
arms. At this point, she tells us, she said to herself: “I’m going to live. I must be 
the only one survivor from my family. I’m going to live. I made up my mind I’m 
going to defy Hitler. I’m not going to give in. Because he wants me to die. I’m 
going to live. I was going to just be very, very strong.” She recounts other difficult 
experiences in Majdanek and Auschwitz and concludes by saying: “I don’t know.
I don’t know if it w-as worth it. I don’t know if it was worth it—because, you 
know, when I w-as in concentration camp and even after I said: ‘You know, after 
the w-ar people will learn, they will know. They will. . . they will see. We, we’ll 
learn.’ But did w-e really learn anything? I don’t know-.”

In contrast w-ith Helen K., Leon S. is a gaunt, spectral presence and often 
speaks in an excruciating, halting manner in w-hich each word, like a fragile mon
ument, is separated by a gap from the following word. He saw his grandmother, 
upon asking for help from a German, shot before his eyes. His closest friend, who 
helped him through the camp experience, later committed suicide. Leon S. be
comes religious after his harrowing experiences and says of his belief: “There is 
God. Despite the terrible things that happened to us, I couldn’t deny the exis
tence. I w-ould never.” Of his behavior and attitude toward Germans, he observes: 
“I could say I didn’t raise my hand. I didn’t hit a single German. And this may 
come as a surprise to you. I don’t hate them.” He adds: “You cannot blame the 
whole people for something that was done by a group of people.” Helen K. and 
Leon S. may share certain sentiments, and both undergo moments of breakdown

<•(11 rote k l «»l Of<M



Holocaust Testimonies 225

or extreme disempowerment in which they seem to relive in anguish the past that 
haunts and at times possesses them. But they are very different people with dif
ferent ways of coming to terms with that past.

Even when one comes to question the inclination of some historians to ex
clude or marginalize survivor testimonies as unreliable sources of history, one 
may still be at sea with respect to the proper use of testimonies.n The questions 
I have raised do not settle this issue. At most they explore options and possibil
ities, especially with respect to the relation between objectifying reconstruction 
or representation and what escapes it or is not encompassed by it, including 
the historians own implication in, or transferential relation to, the past, having 
strongly affective and evaluative dimensions, and his or her conscious and un
conscious exchange with that past and those living through it. The attempt to 
come to terms with survivor videos poses an important challenge to history in 
that it forces a question to which we may at best provide essentially contested an
swers: how to represent trauma and to give a place in historiography to the voices 
of victims and survivors.
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but that virtimhood may well have been an especially difficult, disempowering, and incapacitat
ing aspect of the past which may at times be relived or acted out in the present. Testifying itself, 
in its dialogic relation to attentive, empathie listeners, is a way of effecting, at least in part, a pas
sage from the position of victim compulsively reliving the past to that of survivor and agent in the 
present

4 Saul Friedlander, V<iri Germanyand the Jem. vnl. I, The Years of Persecution. 1933 1939 (New 
York: HarperCollins, 1997), 2

6 See Jean - François Lyotard, Différend: Phrases in Dispute and Heidegger and “the Jews’ trans. An
dreas Michel and Mark S. Roberts, with a foreword by David Carroll (1988; Minneapolis: Uni
versity of Minnesota Press, 1990). One may also find a hyperbolic appeal to a “thematic" of the 
traumatic and the sublime, in different ways, in Shoshana Felman, Lawrence 1 anger, Claude Lan?· 
mann, Hayden Whitr, and Elie Wicsel.

7 Ser my Representing tht Holocauit History, Theorj. Trauma (Ithaca, N Y. : Cornell University 
Press, 1994), esp. 100 I 10 See also Hittory and Memory after (uirfiii'il/, 27 10.
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Daniel )unah (iiililhagm's //il/rr'i Willing btf< iitlunets OrJttiary (lermani and llit haul Solution (New 
York: Allred A Knupl, |99(»). On (hit question, see ehaplrr 4 ol Writing History, Writing I roumo 
(Baltimore Johns I lopkins University Press, 2001). Tin· problem of a i ollei tivily's relation to its 
past is also at issue in fontempnrary Israel in the debate over post Zionist historiography in the 
work ol'Henny Morris anil others, l;or 1 lahermas’s contributions to the Historians’ Debate, see his 
.Vrie C'liarmuiKm: Cultural Criticism and the Historians' Debate, ed. and trans Shierry Weber 
Nieholsen, mini. Richard Wolin (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1989) for a comparison of the 
(.iceman Historians' Debate and the debate in Israel over post-Zionist historiography, see Jose 
Brunner, “Pride and Memory: Nationalism, Narcissism and the Historians’ Debates in Germany 
and Israel," History St,Memory 9 (1997): 256 100. Brunner does not note that the stage that may well 
follow the post Zionist debate in Israel may bring out elements shared by (but concealed by the 
heated debate over) so-called Zionist and post -Zionist historiography, notably a focus (if not a fix
ation ) on Israel, a very restricted interest in comparative history, a limitation of research on the 
Holocaust largely to Israeli responses, and the absence of any rereading or reinterpreting of the Di 
aspora (which tended to be presented negatively in Zionist historiography and is marginalized in 
post-Zionist historiography, which focuses, understandably enough, on Israeli-Arab relations).

10. One may also contest the idea that one of the roles played by the historian is that of sec
ondary witness. One may argue that the historian is limited to objective modes of understanding 
involving only empirical inquiry, observation, analysis, and commentary. It is probably less con
testable to argue that the interviewer is a secondary witness in bearing witness both to the witness 
and to the object of testimony conveyed by the witness. This status implies an affective bond with 
the witness which Dori Laub describes as follows: “Bearing witness to a trauma is, in fact, a pro
cess that includes the listener. For the testimonial process to take place, there needs to be a bond
ing, the intimate and total presence of an other— in the position of one who hears" (Testimony, 70). 
This statement is dubious even for the interviewer, indeed for the intervicwer-cum-thcrapist 
whose presence, however intimate, is never total and who may not undergo secondary traumati
zation. In any event, it is implausible for the historian or other commentator. At most one may ar
gue that the historian is a secondary witness through empathy or compassion that nonetheless re
spects the otherness of the other and does not pretend to lull and intimate presence of cither self 
or other, much less to bonding (mis)undcrstood as fusion or identification. To the extent that one 
denies the role of transference and rejects an affective component in understanding, notably in the 
form of empathy (or what I term cmpathic unsettlement), one will also resist the notion that one 
role played by the historian is that of secondary witness, even when that witnessing is situated at a 
respectful distance from the experience of the victim and not necessarily tantamount to secondary 
traumatization.

11. Claude Lanzmann, Shoah: The Complete Text ojthe Acclaimed Holocaust Film (New York: Da 
Capo Press, 1995); Lawrence Langcr: Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory (New Haven, 
Conn.: Yale University Press, 1991).

12. This is a temptation both in professional historiography and in the media, for example, in 
a film such as Schindlers List. It may of course also be a feature of political uses of the Holocaust as 
symbolic capital or in identity-building group formation and nationalism.

13. For Eric Santncr’s incisive analysis of narrative fetishism, see his “History beyond the Plea
sure Principle: Some Thoughts on the Representation of Trauma,” in Probing the Limits of Represen
tation: Nazism and the "Final Solution,"ed. Saul Fricdllndcr (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University- 
Press, 1992), 143-54.
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14. Of course the opposite tendencies «re also possible, Tor example, simply shutting down 
emotionally when viewing testimonies. But I think the dangers I stress occur in some important, 
influential works, Tor example, Lawrence Langcr's Holocaust Testimonies, Lanzmann's Shoal). and 
Shoshana Felman and Don I .sub’s Testimony. Moreover, shutting down may be a defense against the 
threat of identification.

15. Raul Hilberg, Destruction of the European Jews (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1985). On Jew
ish Councils and the double binds in which Nazi policy placed their members, see Isaiah Trunk, 
Judenrat The Jewish Councils in Eastern Europe under Nan Occupation, intro, by Jacob Robinson and 
new Intro, by Steven T. Katz (1972; Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996). The basic fac
tor Hilberg stresses is a putative centuries-old habitus or ‘coping mechanism” inducing passiv
ity and nonresistance in Jews. He even unselfconsciously repeats the comparison of Jews with 
lemmings he attributes to the commander of the two death camps, Franz Stangl (299)—and is 
close to blaming the victim when he concludes that ‘the Jewish victims, caught in the straight- 
jacket of their history, plunged themselves physically and psychologically into catastrophe* (305).

16. Goldhagen, Hitler's Willing Executioners, 419, 435. See the responses in Unwilling Germans? 
The Goldhagtn Debate, cd. Robert R. Shandley (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998); 
and Norman G. Finkelslcin and Ruth Bettina Bim, A Nation on Trial The Goldhagen Thesis and His
torical Truth (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1998). See also my comments in History and 
Memory after Auschwitz. Finkelslcin provides an often convincing, detailed refutation of Goldhagen. 
But one of Finkclstein's own more dubious tendencies is to postulate a tendentious ‘disciplinary di
vision between holocaust scholarship—primarily a branch of European history—and Holocaust 
literature -- primarily a branch of Jewish studies”—a division that presumably was ‘mutually re
spected” before the publication of Goldhagcn’s book (which represents the extreme of a ‘Holo
caust literature" or “Jewish studies” approach for Finkclstein). Finkclstcin tends to associate ob
jectivity with Holocaust scholarship (the epitome of which is Raul Hilberg's Destruction of the 
European Jews) and sentimentalizing empathy with Holocaust literature—-a category that includes 
not only Elie Wiescl but (along with Lucy Dawidowicz) Yehuda Bauer and Dan Diner (88 n.). 
Finkclstein also misleadingly states: “Amo Mayers main blasphemy was emphasizing the salience 
of anti-Bolshevism alongside anti-Semitism in Nazi ideology” (90 n.). By contrast Mayer subordi
nated anti-Semitism to anti-Bolshevism in Nazi ideology and practice, even going to the extreme 
of terming “the war against the Jews ... a graft or parasite upon the eastern campaign, which al
ways remained its host, even or especially when it became mired in Russia.” Sec Why Did the Hear- 
em Not Darken? The *Final Solution"in History (New York: Pantheon, 1988), 270; and my discussion 
of this book in hepresenting the Holocaust, chap. 2.

17. Felman and t-auh, Testimony, 7.
18. The so-called normalization of the Holocaust would presumably entail stylistic normaliza

tion in its representation as well. While one may argue that historiography of the Holocaust re
quires the use of professional techniques in authenticating documents, providing footnotes, vali
dating empirical assertions, and so forth, one may still object to the full normalization of Holocaust 
historiography if it involves a simple reliance on conventional style and standard operaluig proce
dures. Rut, as I have intimated, it would also be questionable to use an undifferentiated ‘experi
mental” style (often associated with the sublime) for all aspects id the Shoah. For pertinent discus
sions of problems of representation, see Ernst van Alphen, Caught by History Holocaust Effects in 
Contemporary Art, literature, aiul Theory (Stanford, I'alil : Stanford University Press, 1997); 
Geoffrey I lartman, The longest Shadow In the Aftermath of the Holocaust (Bloomington: Indiana Uni
versity Press, 1996); Michael Roth, The Ironists Cage (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1995); and |amrs E. Young, The Tenure of Memory Holocaust Memorials and Ifwmry) (New Hawn, 
Conn.: Yale University Prrss, 1993).

19. These points are of course contestable and illflii-tilt to demonatrale with any degree of ad 
rquai y The minimal desirable function thry serve is to inhibit drmoniration of thr other and facile
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.20. (urgen Habermas, in his hostile reaction lo Derrida's way ol'effecting an interaction be
tween philosophy and literature, does not address this problem in writing, although it would serin 
germane to his coiu-erns. See The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity. I ram Frederick Ljwrence 
(1985; Cambridge. Mass.: MIT Press. 1987), 161 210.

21. Besscll A. van der Kolk's neurophysiological theory of trauma has been especially impor
tant for Cathy Carulh. Van dcr Kolk argues that there is a registration of the traumatic event in its 
hterality as a neural pathway — what in his later work becomes an imprint, engraving, icon, or 
image in the amygdala of the right side of the brain, which is not accessible to symbolization or 
verbalization. Hence the traumatic event as experience would be inscribed as a literal pathway or 
image that is in itself incomprehensible or unreadable —one that is read belatedly (nachtraghch) 
not because of repression or disavowal but because of literal dissociation from language centers 
in the left side of the brain. This view is not limited to neuroscientific claims, however. Quoting 
van dcr Kolk and Onno van dcr Hart, Caruth asks whether “the possibility of integration into 
memorv and the consciousness of history thus raises the question 'whether it is not a sacrilege of 
tile traumatic experience to play with the reality of the past’” (Caruth, cd.. Trauma. Explorations 
in Memory [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 154). For van der Kolk, the ini 
Dally inaccessible traumatic imprint may in time be addressed or represented in language as the 
“translation" between the right and left sides of the brain is achieved. The verbalization of the trau
matic imprint and the perhaps “sacrilegious" variations played on it may be necessary for a trau
matized person’s recovery or “cure." (One example van dcr Kolk gives of variation or flexibility is 
imagining “a flower growing in the assignment place in Auschwitz” |Caruth, cd., Trauma. 178]. 
Roberto Bcnigni's film, Lift Is Beautiful, might be seen as a dubious analogue of this idea in that it 
is an event in the public sphere which both presents a questionable image of concentration camps 
and, especially in its “magical realist" or even fairy-tale treatment of camp life, may well prove 
offensive to survivors.)

Caruth builds on and extends van der Kolk’s argument, often combining it writh Freudian 
views. Indeed her version of trauma theory, as well as Shoshana Fclman’s, may itself be interpreted 
as an intricate displacement and disguise of the de Manían variant of deconstruction. (See also 
Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience; Trauma, Narrative, and History [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni
versity Press, 1996|). In this view (dose to Lacan's) the real or the literal is traumatic, inaccessible, 
and inherently incomprehensible or unrepresentable; it can only be represented or addressed in
directly in figurative or allegorical terms that necessarily distort and betray it. I would speculate 
that the further displacement (as well as distortion and disguise) involved here may be with respect 
to a variant of religion in which the Hidden God is radically transcendent, inscrutable (or unread
able) and, in a secular context, dead, unavailable, lost, or barred. All representations of such an ab
solute arc sacrilegious or prohibited. In this context, trauma may itself be sacralizcd as a cata
strophic revelation or, in more secular terms, be transvalued as the radical other or the sublime. 
This compelling frame of reference is also at play in other figures, including Claude Lanzmann in 
his commentaries on, and role in, Shoah. The difficulty is that this frame of reference may cither 
foreclose any attempt to work through problems or immediately conflate the latter with a neces
sarily pollyanna or redemptive dialectical Aufhebung. By contrast, one may conceive of working

:.'S Domnuik luCa/na
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through as a limited process of integration or introjcction of the put which may never fully tran
scend the acting-out of trauma or achieve full integration and closure. At best it effects more or 
less viable compromise formations.

Van der Kolk himself seems at times to allow for a very optimistic idea of "complete recovery" 
through full integration of traumatic memory in a “life history’ and the “whole" of a personality 
(Trauma: Explorations in Memory, 176) - -a view perhaps facilitated by his resistance to the notion of 
a dynamic unconscious that exerts pressure and creates conflict in the self. Van der Kolk also tends 
to believe that "traumatic memories cannot be both dissociated and repressed" (169). Me associ
ates dissociation (which he accepts) with “a horizontally layered model of mind" in which the dis
sociated forms “an alternate stream of consciousness," while he links repression (which he rejects 
in eases of trauma) to "a vertically layered model of the mind’ in which "what is repressed is pushed 
downward, into the unconscious" (168). Van dcr Kolk nonetheless refers to the dissociated as sub
conscious and as not accessible to consciousness but maintains that it is not repressed or subject to 
conflictual forces related to forbidden wishes or desires. One might of course object that a disso
ciated “memory" may indeed be associated with or attached to repressed and forbidden desires (for 
example, the desire for the death of a parent), and such an association would make even more 
traumatic and conflict-ridden an actual occurrence (for example, the death of the mother in a ease 
van dcr Kolk discusses—that of Janet’s patient Irene, in which the mother's death was associated 
with abusive behavior towards Irene on the part of her father).

Van der Kolk might himself be seen as transfcrcntially repeating or acting out the processes he 
studies in that he splits or dissociates repression from dissociation and resists any notion of their 
connection. Moreover, his notion of the lodging of the traumatic memory in one half of the brain 
which is inaccessible to the other half could lie seen as a questionable yet convenient litcralization 
of the lateral model of dissociation, which “explains” why there is dissociation without repression 
or other unconscious forces. Distortion would arise not from repression but by the very attempt 
to "translate” what is literally incomprehensible (or unreadable) into language. In any ease, it 
should be evident that what is experienced as the exact repetition of the traumatic “memory" (or 
scene) does not entail that the repetition is the exact or literal replication of the empirical event it
self. Moreover, it should be stressed that van dcr Kolk's notion of the exact literality of the imprint 
or icon of trauma is related to his rejection of unconscious processes such as repression with the 
distortion and disguises it brings about. Whatever one makes ofhis neuroscientific claims (that may 
rely on an overly functionally specific model of the brain in which the amygdala becomes some
thing like a neurophysiological analogue of the Kantian noumenal sphere), one may find many of 
van der Kolk's observations concerning trauma and memory to be insightful; and both Caruth and 
Felman are amenable to a sympathetic, if still partly symptomatic, reading wherein one may try to 
bring out how, despite—perhaps at times because of—-their critical shortfalls, they each, in their 
affectively charged modes of writing, convey something of the “feel" and pathos of the experience 
of trauma.

7? Michel Foucault, Folitet diratton: Histoire Je lafolie á I'ageclassigue (Paris; Gallimard, 1961). 
For an extensive analysis of this important text, see my History and Reading: Tocguerille. Foucault. 
French Studies (Toronto; University of Toronto Press, 2001), chap. 1.

21 Another way of making this point is to say that, at his most disorienting. Foucault in Folie rt 
dhoison does not so much speak about (or even for) the mad as to - and at times with the voices 
of unreason in something close to a free indirect style. I would further note that the operational
ized adaptation of Foucault in historiography that provides genealogies of concepts or an objecti
fying account of disciplines, as in the important work of Jan Goldstein or Ruth levs, tenth to 
downplay severely, eliminate, or deny this dimension ol Foucault’s writing.

24 Fortunoff Vitleo Archive Tape A iS and Fortunnff Vidro Archive Tape A- 2S, Yale Univer
sity. Any further discussion of survivor vitleos would have to include an analysis of problems in
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such as political prisoners, jeliovali's Witnesses, Slavs, homosexuals, anil “Gypsies ” A related |»oint 
is that it can he misleading In study victims in isolation from other at times inlncaiely related or 
even |>artially overlapping subject positions and groups such as perpetrators, collaborators, by 
standers, and resistors. In my judgment, the historian should not simply identify with any single 
|>articipaut subject position or group but try to work out varying modes ol proximity and distance 
in the effort to understand each one as well as the relations among them. The historian might even 
attempt to work out ways ol getting beyond the grid that locks participant positions or groups to 
gethcr in theory and practice.

2 S. I noted Raul Uilberg's tendency not to employ survivor testimonies. Although he contin
ues to emphasize, at times excessively, the role of a machinery of destruction in all aspects of the 
Shoah. 1 lilhcrg's later approach to testimonies and, more generally, to the problem of interpreting 
the behavior of victims (notably that of members of Jewish Councils) is somewhat more nuanced 
than in The Destruction of the European Jews See especially his Perpetrators Kirfinu Bystanders: The Jew
ish Catastrophe I9S3 I94S (New York. I larperCollins, 1992); his contributions to Writing and the 
Holocaust, ed. Be re I Lang (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1988), csp. 274; and his “The Ghetto as a 
Form of Government: An Analysts of Isaiah Trunk’s Judenrat," in The Holocaust as Historical Eiperi- 
ence. ed. Yehuda Bauer and Nathan Rotenstrcich (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1981), I 55-71 See 
also the important discussion and the comments of Isaiah Trunk at the end of the last book. Trunk 
asserts: “I agree with most of what [Hilberg] said about the Jewish Councils; I disagree only with 
his characterization of the ghettos and the Councils as a ‘self-destructive machinery.’ Here he 
comes close to Hannah Arendt’s absurd supposition that without the Councils annihilation would 
not have been so total" (268).

Despite her proximity to the perspective of victims (as she understands it). Lucy Dawidowicz 
stresses the importance of corroborating eyewitness accounts through other documentary sources 
and gives survivor testimonies a rather limited supplementary importance “to fill out, augment, 
and enrich the substantive sources for the history of the Holocaust” (The Holocaust and the Histori
ans [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 19811, 128). Yehuda Bauer quotes and inte
grates into his narrative, without comment, limited selections from survivor written narratives 
and testimonies, both restricting their role and lending them a distinctive authority (A History of the 
Holocaust [New York: Franklin Watts, 1982J, chap. 9). Lawrence Langer (not a professional histo
rian) goes to the opposite, comparably questionable extreme from the early Hilberg in explicitly 
and emphatically privileging survivor oral testimonies as a locus of authenticity while downplay
ing the significance of survivor writings (Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory (New Haven, 
Conn.: Yale University Press, 1991]): “Beyond dispute in oral testimony is that every word spoken 
falls direct from the lips of the witness" (210 n.). Indeed for Langer “oral testimony is distinguished 
by the absence of literary mediation" (57). Langer, however, also makes this thought-provoking 
comment: “Though we have the option of rejecting such testimony as a form of history, we also face 
the challenge of enlarging our notion of what history may be, what the Holocaust has made of it, 
and how it urges us to reconsider the relation of past to present (in a less hopeful way, to be sure), 
and of both to the tentative future" (p. 109). (Langer returns to these and related questions in his 
Preempting the Holocaust [New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1998).)

See also the insightful analysis of Marianne Hirsch (a literary critic), who extends the investi
gation of testimonies and witnessing into the study of photographs and their relation to narrative
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(Family Frames: Photography, Narrative, and Postmemory [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1997]). She proposes the notion of postmemory for the memory of later generations not 
directly implicated in events: “Postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grow up 
dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are evacuated by 
the stories of the previous generation shaped by traumatic events that can be neither understood 
nor recreated. 1 have developed this notion in relation to children of Holocaust survivors, but I 
believe it may usefully describe other second generation memories of cultural or collective trau
matic events and experiences” (22).



Eleven

H O L O C A U S T  A N D  H O I * L

(.ieofjrcy Hartman

Thinking and the death camps are opposed . thought entails as much a 
moral hope (that it may he triumphant, mastering its object, dissolving the 
difficulties, containing and elucidating the conundrum) as it is the invest

ment of skill and dispassion in a methodic procedure. The death camps are 
a reality which, by their very nature, obliterate thought and the humane pro 
gram of thinking.

Arthur A. Cohen1

One cannot write the history of Jewish hope without a parallel history of 
Jewish despair.

Yosef Yerushalnii ·'

What are we to think when Jorge Semprun changes the title of his book on the 
aftereffects of his experience in Buchenwald from Writing or Death to Writing or 
Life?' Was it hope that fluttered up from the depth of Pandora's box, or was it the 
knowledge that writing is a form of life after death for survivors of the Shoah? I 
would like to say something of hope about hope, which I might do more effec
tively if hope could be separated from its opposites: not only from despair but 
also from muteness and suicidal grief, and above all from the fear of coldness, of 
becoming insensible to new life—its sorrow or joy. “Sometimes,” Semprun tells 
us, and many survivors say the same, “I felt certain that there hadn’t really been 
any return, that I hadn’t really come back. ... 1 was nothing other than a con
scious residue of all that death.”4

It could be considered hopeful that, despite the pain, so many are dealing with 
the Holocaust anti world. Beyond the eyewitnesses themselves and the exem
plary writings of, among others, Primo Levi, Elie Wiesel, Imre Kertesz, Char
lotte Delbo, Ida Fink, Robert Antelme, Dan Pagis, Yitzhak Katznelson, and Paul 
Celan, there is a second-generation witness, there is a third-generation witness, 
there are what may be called witnesses by adoption; above all, and in spite of 
taboos and cautions, there exists a growing attempt via literature, history, film, 
video testimony, monuments, and art to focus on the madness of genocide.

232
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Moreover, there does exist a tradition of comfort, if not exactly of hope, God 
and the Shcchinah weep, they mourn, they go into exile with Israel. But those 
who quote such texts do so hesitantly, to show that they persist from the time of 
the destruction of the First and Second Temples, not that they would reconcile 
us to the Holocaust. And Christian theologians, insofar as thev have broken their 
silence, and acknowledged the role of religious anti-Semitism, realize that the 
plea for reconciliation remains precarious.' So Wilhelm Marquardt concedes, in 
one of those many waves of self-confrontation Germany has gone through, this 
time after the mediocre and yet—in German)—effective TV serial Holocaust: 
“How could anyone of us be at peace with himself, who must be shunned like a 
fearful abnormality fAbscheuj by the victims. It would be an important Christian 
task to learn how one can keep living as a human being, when one is shunned by 
other humans."6

I limit myself to a literature that rarely suggests a redemptive value in what it 
continues to value: writing and language as such. This literature respects a re
versal in the status of the victim, but honors no myths. As an early article bv 
Robert Antelme discloses, the concentration camp inmate, immediately follow
ing liberation, was asked to be the same person as before this experience, or to 
get on with life as if nothing had happened.7 (In some cases the deportees were 
even greeted with suspicion, as tainted personalities who may have survived be
cause of their collaboration.) The reversal of status that came about was due 
partly to the Eichmann trial and partly to the persistent writings and activities of 
Elie Wiesel, who viewed survivors as embodying the duty of remembrance and 
compelling the world to see Auschwitz as a rupture in history amounting to a sec
ond origin, as defining in its way as Sinai."

Early postwar witness accounts from East Germany that glorify communist 
and worker resistance are not always, moreover, without justification. Even as 
the Nazi terror turned against the Jew's, it also targeted whoever might have be
come a base for political resistance, in particular German social democrats and 
communists. Yet the only general myth or “grand narrative” we find in addition 
to a “chaos narrative”·*—fragmented, w'ounded, plural memories that need 
stitching up — is that of Überleben, of surviving in order to tell the story and be
coming by sheer act of will an Ahasver, or, as in the Book of Job, the “1 alone have 
escaped to tell thee.”

I do not feel confident enough to speculate on what may have nourished hope 
during the Holocaust itself, or whether such hope contributed to survival. Cer
tainly, for some like David Weis Halivni, the Jewish learning tradition was so 
powerful that the recovery of a single page of Talmud, rescued Irom a guard who 
had wrapped his meal in it, seemed a miraculous event.And Roberto Benigni’s 
controversial movie, Life Is Beautiful, carries to the point ol absurdity an insight 
already expressed in Jurek Becker’s Jacob the liar, where the hero, claiming to
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in this context, even as it limits historical possibility and artistic probability, not 
only probings a lifesaving vision «l'innocence1 ‘ but re« alls tin* precarious habit of 
euphemism, without which ordinary life, to«>, is not hearable.

Yet when the full extent of the disaster became known, what diminish«:«! 
hope was, in addition to the fact that such a genocide had been systematically car
ried out, the realization how thoroughly the German public had been brain 
washed, how everyday speech and the media had been debased by a massive, 
state-sponsored propaganda. Heinrich Mann would diagnose the literary situa
tion as early as 1934. “Everything is prefabricated, paid for, distorted” [Ailes 
gestellt, ailes bestellt, ailes verstelltj. " The interpretive spin that produces the 
humor and pathos of life Is Beautiful was totally reversed, during the Nazi era, 
into a boundless malignity. Victor Klemperer, in notebooks that scrupulously 
record, like the philologist he was, what he calls l.Tl, the Language of the Third 
Reich," shows how thoroughly both public and private discourses were contam
inated during the thousand year Empire’s twelve years. Leo Spitzer, the émigré 
scholar, wrote as follows after the war to a former associate: “The pain that a con
tinuous self-purification should have brought with it, would have been so severe 
that you must have gone mad”'4

State control of the media was total in Nazi Germany: thought was besieged, 
day in, day out, by a mixture of exalted and criminal ideas. After the war, there
fore, liberation meant more than restoring freedom of speech. The subjection 
of the populace had been too great: its belief in Hitler, but also in the Nordic 
myth, seemed in retrospect a kind of trance or intoxication (Rausch is the word 
often used by commentators who lived through this period);14 and, when it was 
over, when the war was lost, there seemed to be no basis for discussing what had 
happened.'** For language itself had fallen under a spell and would have to be 
liberated.

Not only the material and psychic powers of Germany were exhausted but 
also its cultural heritage—squandered by a shameless appropriation. This her
itage with its honorable words had shrunk so much through Nazi misuse that, ac
cording to Elisabeth Langgasser, the writer could no longer live in the German 
language as a natural home. It became “a remnant, a last primal rock formation 
identical with the writer, who suffered this fearful contraction as a trial ol its 
“indestructibility.”'7

1 do not want my emphasis to be misunderstood. The corruption of language
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is a topic central to modernism, and is often alleged against modernism itself 
before postmodernism made it seem like an archaic scruple. Even Heidegger’s 
revision of philosophical language is involved. Premonitions during the rise of to
talitarianism (both of the Right and the Left) revealed their full ethical implica
tions only after the war. We should recognize, George Orwell wrote in “Politics 
and the English Language,” his well-known essay of 1964, “that the present po
litical chaos is connected with the decay of language, and that one can probably 
bring about some improvement by starting at the verbal end. . . . Political lan
guage ... is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable.'

I wish to go a step beyond this modernist concern to focus on the generic impact 
of the Holocaust on the way we consider language, especially literary- language. 
The writer I will mainly take up is Maurice Blanchot, influenced by Emmanuel 
Levinas, yet an original thinker and one of those responsible for a distinctive 
mode of writing that has remained enigmatic to many. Blanchot came to realize 
that language had to be reoriented, that the breach of civilized speech that oc
curred, even among intellectuals and professionals, whose behavior can only be 
called a culpable self-disenfranchisement (the German Entmiindung captures that 
meaning),' ” should lead to a new consciousness of words as the most responsible 
of human gifts. I sec Blanchot’s work as an extended procès verbal directed against 
those who reduce language’s social, imaginative, and intellectual character to in- 
strumentalized phrases.

French was less corrupted, in this respect, than German; the French literary 
heritage had not been, on the whole, drawn into the Kulturkampf and betrayed. 
Even someone as virulently anti-Semitic as Charles Maurras remained an enemy 
of Germany and protected the French classical heritage. Blanchot’s task, there
fore, was a prosaic one; but his analysis of the gift of speech, of its everyday power 
of contestation—and also his extreme skepticism concerning that power — led 
him to stylistic experiments, not as daring as those of Paul Celan yet exemplary- 
in their own way.

One of the difficulties in reading Blanchot is easy to describe. Because, ac
cording to him, words speak across a distance without eliminating it and pre
serve, in tltis way, the individuality or otherness of interlocutors, including their 
right to withdraw from political engagement, his scenarios, in fiction as in criti
cism, stage a relentless, as if endless, conversation, with little reliance on psy
chological characterization, myth, or plot. The plot, in fact, seems to be lan
guage itself, or the passion of writing trapped in what Octavio Paz once called a 
“vertigo of the inbet ween." Yet even if we tolerate Blanchot s at once ascetic and 
intensely verbose procedure, a doubt remains: will this “entretien infini," this



endless n inversai ion, make sen«·, when lin* desire lu maki- mine outraged ho 
often as \m· h·* ail the I Inlocaust is at tlir heart of what is contested?

Blum-lull’s word consciousness ilors not tall from heaven; it lias histori* al and 
i ulUir.il specificity I a-1 me mention only its political prehistory rather than its 
simplex literary sources. Manchot was, loraliin«·, an “enrage" who contributed 
Indore the war to right wing journals prone to anti Seinitism, especially after 
I.éon Blum betaine Frances prime minister. He mysteriously stopped his mili 
taut journalism around the time of Munich in 19 58 and turned almost tom 
plelelv to literature anti literary theory. Associated later with Vichy’s “La Jeune 
France,” he eventually rcsignetl and also refused a leading role in the revived Sou 
\elle Revue brançaise during France’s era of collaboration. He nevertheless con
tributed a nonpolitical literary chronicle to the Vichy-supported Journal des débats 
as late as August 1944. It was learning about the camps through Robert Anteline, 
author of L’espèce humaine, that seems to have been decisive. The story of An- 
telme’s rebirth after his near-death in the camps, together with his reaffirmation 
of an irreducible humanity and the significance of words outside a power con
text, will never leave Blanchot/"
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To value Blanchot's antirhetorical view of language, we must also understand that 
the question of our speech—of what we can say about the Shoah—has not be
come less difficult since 1945. Ingeborg Bachmann, in her burdened account 
(burdened by literary tradition as well as the Shoah) of what she saw ten years af
ter the end of the war in the Ghetto of Rome on the Day of Atonement, affords, 
if only for a moment, a glimpse of life being renewed. She describes a child that 
must have been bom shortly after liberation calling to the musicians “Spiel weiter!” 
[Keep on playing], not realizing what that phrase meant in the camps.*1 This kind 
of innocence, with the passage of time, is complicated by the guilt of increased, 
ever-increasing knowledge: we are fast reaching the point—given the prolifera
tion of books, films, and discourses, and aware that despite them genocidal acts 
continue—where a fatigue enters, one that makes us doubt the human species 
itself, or the very' commandment to remember—to transmit the bad news we 
compulsively investigate.

In such an atmosphere even the concept of testimony, of bearing witness, 
whether by the victimized or those who wish to show companionship with 
them, is in danger of becoming a benevolent and impotent cliché. The pathos of 
Mallarmé s “La chair est triste, hélas, et j’ai lu tous les livres” [roughly: The body 
is sad, alas, and I’ve had it with books] seems, all of a sudden, understated. There 
is compassion fatigue, as it has been called, but also a reading fatigue, especially 
among those sensitive to language, who fear that no word-concept is adequate or 
will escape erosion and controversy.
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“Think of any key concept in the vocabulary of civilized discourse,” Torrence 
Des Pres has written, “and immediately, if its sounding hoard is the Holocaust, 
you are in trouble.”' ' Such terms as extreme experience, trauma, terror, disaster, catas 
trophe. uniqueness, even Holocaust or Shoah, are unable to support the work of re
flection and self-reflection that tries to understand, to really “grasp,” this demo- 
cidal century—a “grasping” that would ordinarily lead to dedicated personal 
conviction and political action.'' Instead, the impasse between the garrulity of 
trying to say as much as possible and the near-silence of choosing one’s words in 
such a way that others will not despair or be consumed by grief affects every at
tempt at writing. This happens not only as we confront the Shoah but when, fac
ing renewed atrocities, and not wishing to reject language or abandon life to un
reason, we salvage rationality by representing philosophy, literature, and history- 
writing as forms of remedial action.

It is precisely this defense against grief that no longer works -insofar as it 
makes too hopeful a claim. How can the most rational of our desires be substan
tiated, that there should be a link between speaking, or expression generally, and 
progress? In the past, there were those who believed a doctrine because it was ab
surd: now we have reached a similar stage with the hope we still invest in the 
effectiveness of reasonable words.

Even commentators like Lawrence Langer, who are eloquent against the pre
sumption that from the Holocaust a specific historical or moral lesson could 
emerge, cannot entirely forgo the language of hope. Langer wants his essays to 
contribute to “the incessant anxious dialogue” (an endless conversation?) “about 
how our civilization may absorb into its reasonable hopes for the future the dis
abling outburst of unreason we name the Holocaust.”’4 The radical character of 
Blanchot's project—after a certain date—is to find an alternative to the lan
guage of historical hope, Hegel’s legacy to this day,'5 and which we all, Langer 
included, seem to need.

Blanchot’s critique is not directed against historical meanings as such, only 
against their overestimation. He attacks the confusion that makes the study of 
history in general—not just of the Holocaust—a source of definitive mean
ings whose influence could integrate a catastrophic past. That we live in the 
best of all possible worlds is an idea that died long ago with Voltaire’s CandiJe. 
after the Holocaust the question becomes what better world is still possible. In 
Blanc hot, writing, so often associated with action or trying to be justified as an 
act, begins to accept itself as a passion story, the place where Sarah Kolman’s 
proposition about wording the Holocaust is realized: "Talk one must with 
out having the power.”"’

Blanchot, however, while rejecting any systematic effort to derive lessons



from history, «lors not give up on finding <i rationale lor art. lie modifies the po 
sition taken hy Theodor Adorno’s famous essay “hngagement”" Adorno wanted 
to shield the Holocaust from profanation, doubling art's capacity to present it 
w ithout a meretricious stylization; Blanchot is concerned rather witli defending 
art by setting its “passive” integrity against attempts to discredit it once more af 
ter so radical a shock. I le argues that writers who, as citizens, are ideologically 
engaged cannot thereby engage literature, too, that is, subdue it to a mimetic 
realistic or instrumentalist end- however worthy that end may be. If anything, 
literature takes back from politics pursued as a religion the power of naming. IV 
etrv, in particular, does not add meaning to catastrophe: on the contrary, in the 
presence of poetic words meanings withdraw—with the result that words be
come more opaque and material, more thinglike, and often fascinate qua verbal 
images.>s Blanchot once defined the word as “a janus-faced monster, verbal real
ity which has a material presence and a signification which is an ideal absence 

Yet Blanchot does worry about the unresolved intersection of ethical and aes
thetic. Though he insists that writers should not sacrifice their vocation, there 
may have to be a “détournement,” a diversion to politics of the critic’s or artist’s 
acquired authority. This must be temporary, however, and for a specific cause, all 
the more so since war and violence as political means often turn into ends and 
displace that cause.10 Blanchot, moreover, when it comes to the relation between 
words and world, adapts a key notion from Levinas, that of exteriority.

■'is  i ,eo( jny  Hi i t tman

Exteriority points to what cannot be internalized; it serves to reject a Hegelian 
type of mediation in which everything becomes knowable, hence meaningful. 
Hegel’s dialectic is viewed as a form of knowledge lust. But exteriority also 
points to an external world that is aesthetic in the sense of phenomenal: a world 
of immediate perception, of colors, sounds, and shapes. The medium of the ver
bal , says Blanchot, “dreams of unifying itself to objects of which it would have the 
weight, the color, the heavy and dormant aspect.”" The word artist is not funda
mentally different in this from the painter who acknowledges that colors and 
shapes exist which seem irreducible to verbal or ethical schemes of meaning. 
Both arts are driven by “un mot insatiable du non moi” [a self, hungering insatiably 
for a nonself).’2

The effort to appease this hunger leads, however, to a violence of its own— 
when we substitute words for things or subdue the life in words to purely realis
tic ends. Blanchot*s early novel Thomas L’Obscur describes the revenge of words 
that turn the tables on the artist and attack him with a devouring intimacy. They 
are suddenly glimpsed as living beings, even vampires who desire to become real 
through a transfusion of his essence. “He was seized, kneaded by intelligible
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hands, bitten by a vital tooth; he entered with his living body into the anonymous 
shapes of words, giving his substance to them, establishing their relationships, 
offering his being to the word 'be.'”"

Thus even words have an otherness to be respected. Words keep things “in the 
difficulty of what it is to be” (Wallace Stevens). “The one who encounters I’Autrui 
[the other-in-his-othemessj,” Blanchot writes in the spirit of Levinas, “can only 
relate to him by deadly violence, or by the welcoming gift of the word."'* Blan
chot s “infinite conversation,” then, is not an escape from reality into words but 
the result of an uncompromising choice: words or violence. Yet words them
selves, as I have said, are always shadowed by an intrinsic violence, by their diff
erence from things, their breach with phenomenality. This breach, internal to 
speech and even more to writing, leads to a dangerous undertow that tempts the 
w'riter back into the more organic sphere of embodied and especially politically 
sanctioned meaning.

The writer, then, must be doubly w'ary: of words as well as the world. Speech, 
nevertheless, remains the place w'here we can best meet in understanding and 
amity, despite the otherness of the other and the pull toward a speechless vio
lence. “Speech invites man to no longer identify with his power.”’11 The opposite 
happened in Nazism, where the word became exclusively a pow'er instrument, 
as also at times in Blanchot’s prewar phase, in which his journalism turned to a 
rhetoric of revolutionary or oppositional violence.

Let me focus more sharply on the moral point made by both Blanchot and Lev
inas. Hegel’s Phenomenology had argued that increase of knowledge leads to in
crease of being, while absolute knowledge, the end of humanity’s journey, is 
nothing less than a fullness in which being and meaning coincide.”' Levinas re
jects, like Blanchot, Hegel’s reason-of-history. Hegel’s dialectical view' of the 
w-ay history moves legitimized the political realm through the key concepts of na
tion and cultural progress. But when that realm of public action and discourse 
devours privacy, it becomes simply a more potent form of oppression. So Czes
law' Milosz’s Captive Mind is a powerful reminder of how' ideals that enforce an in
terpretation in the name of politics (raison d'état) engender an all-encompassing 
hypocrisy as invasive as the voice-over of propaganda new sreels. This hypocrisy, 
a pathological form of theatre, kills all hope of humor and dialogue, appropriât 
ing the past and coercing the future by ideology.

As the expression of a post-Holocaust morality, Blanchot’s literary theory is 
allergic to any such totalizing move. His most dramatic application of this refusal 
of ideology affects the meaning of death. We consider it tragic w'hen meaning 
disappears from death, anti heroic when there is an effort to give meaning to that



meaninglessness. I leme the link, in .su mud) thinking, between Holocaust death 
aiul mart vi ilnm Itlanehot is among those· who question this Irjgu-heroic link 
The I lolm aust not only took from its victims the possibility of an authentic, dig 
mill'll, or beautiful death; the death of that death, as it has been called, takes from 
us, even now, the conviction that this epoch is over, or that a previous innocence 
s ail he restored. l:dith Wyschogrod says that a primordial mode of being in the 
world, described by phenomenology as a “life-world," suppressed in the camps’ 
universe of death, continues to be part of humanity’s collective experience. “Once 
the death-world has existed it continues to exist, in the mode oj eternity as it were, Jor it 
becomes part of the sediment of an irrevocable past"'’

Rlanchot, possessed by a parallel intuition, defines the Holocaust as an ab
solute event in which history itself burns up (that is, the Hegelian concept of his
tory), so that “the movement of meaning was ruined."*·'' The emphasis here falls 
on “movement”: there is a disorienting finality to the Holocaust which leads to 
dejection rather than hope, because no dialectical and sublimating move seems 
possible.w

Making sense of Auschwitz, then, is something impermanent, a simple, 
repetitive moment of hope, a shimmer unattached to fulfillment. Daniel Libes- 
kind, the architect, has talked of a “Hope-Incision "Though the seductiveness of 
writing may remain linked to our ability to face the Shoah (to work it through 
with the help of language), u'riting worthy of its name is never a power play us
ing a prophetic or historical determinism as its instrument. Blanchot rejects 
Hegel’s “imposture of completed meaning” [l’imposture du Sens achevé] and also 
reverses Christian triumphalism. “Judaism,” he asserts, “is the sole thought that 
does not mediate."4*’ His watchword becomes “Watch over [i.e. safeguard] absent 
meaning.”·*1
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There is, nevertheless, one oddly redemptive feature in art as such. Kant, 
watching in his own way over absent meaning, had emphasized the irreduc- 
ibility of the aesthetic judgment to a concept: what is perceived and enjoyed 
aesthetically is disinterested, in the sense that a specific teleological meaning 
cannot be discerned. Blanchot, focusing on art, emphasizes the persistence of 
formal elements: stylistic repetitions that illuminate the antiexpressive, inertial 
features of literary language, and generally its “non-sense” or resistance to 
change and novelty as sources of meaning.4·’ Touching back to poetry as well as 
philosophy, to Mallarmé’s hyperbolic “Governments change; versification re
mains,” as well as Hegelian reflections on how language participates in a “labor 
of the negative," he refuses to declare that literature is on the way to a “new or
der” of words. He accepts the hazard that gave us the words we have, whose spir-



duality has been tainted, and whose relation to existence is, in a strong pun of 
Derrida’s, “hauntological.”

Thus the formalism of literary language persists, though shaken by the 
Shoah—and that it persists, that it outlives that event, resilient as grass and flow
ers covering the killing fields, is scandalous. “The glory of a 'narrative voice,’” 
Blanchot asserts, prevails whatever the content of our speech. Artistic words al
ways turn wounds into pearls, and thus language and thought will be, after a dis
aster, as they were before, “exterior” to each other.41

How does this insight affect Blanchot’s own style? His Writing of the Disaster. 
published in 1980, is not so much a book as a series of fragments. The prose frag
ment has become a genre by now; points of comparison are Pascal’s Pensées on the 
one hand, and Romantic experiments on the other. Also Kafka’s parables. We en
counter a restless style that allows very little closure. Some will say Blanchot s 
style doesn’t add up, which is precisely its difference from Hegel’s totalizing 
manner.44 Others might quote Adorno’s axiom, that the fragmentary is the in
tervention of death in the work.

In Blanchot, writing is linked to “disaster” in the etymological sense; and Ju
daism provides the prototype by its monotheistic displacement of the stars as 
deities. Yet writing as star-breaking cannot be systematized, since that would re
cuperate the negative and convert it, as Hegel did, to a motor for transcen
dence.4' Blanchot, then, seeks a different spiritual language (“une langue autre"), 
one that is neither theological nor a displacement of the theological. The older 
idiom has been irreversibly tainted by fascism’s “spiritual revolution” and inflam
matory rhetoric.

Does Blanchot achieve this “other language”? He at least describes what guar
antees its possibility. It will be marked by a contemplative streak, the “désintér
essé du désastre"—a phrase suggesting that the disaster brings with it a special 
detachment,46 one so much part of the disaster that it frees us from it as an ob
sessive, singular object of concern. The writer’s anguish comes, however, pre
cisely from this intellectual freedom; he is torn apart, Blanchot says in an early 
essay, “by the harmony of his images, by the air of happiness radiating from what 
he writes. He experiences this contradiction as the unavoidably oppressive as
pect of the exaltation dial he finds in that writing, an exaltation that crowns his 
disgust."47
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It helps to contrast with Blanchot’s disorienting style die forceful, Old-World 
simplicity of writers like Amery, Levi, Wiesel, Fink, Chalamov, Klima, anti Ker
tész, who continue to respect the formula of “new wine in old bottles." They do 
not problematize the recession of words or the “abyss” between words and



thought the collapse ol laith in the progressively greater truth c apacity of Ian 
guage I rust Simon, in an essay “ I lie New Midrash," nought to hIiow how, alter 

Marlin Buher anil others developed a "llinnensprache," Aesopian words of 
resistance based on aggadu miilrasli.411 Poets, too, like Sut/kever and Kadnoti, 
mohih/e the strength ol traditional forms, even if Radnoti, who revives the 
eclogue, feels compelled to ask: “Is there still a land, tell me, where this verse 
form has meaningr*“ The poets who continue to write do so in a no-man’s land. 
Kadnoti's despair is clear from a poem excavated with his corpse:

I lived on this earth in an age 
When poets too were silent: waiting in hope 
For the great Prophet to rise and speak again 
Since no-one could give voice to a fit curse 
But Isaiah himself, scholar of terrible words.'"

While Blanchot, conscious that the Shoah has modified narrative competence 
or intellectualizing arrogance in only minor ways, struggles with language against 
it, against the seductiveness of narrativity and voice, Radnoti and Primo Levi do 
not display that obsessive focus. When Levi quotes a passage from Dante’s Hell in 
the hell of Auschwitz, he preserves rather than estranges the literary moment." 
The concern of both Radnoti and Levi is to speak without cursing.

Yet the radical direction taken by Blanchot is paradoxically sustained by them. 
For if any redemptive structuring of time or language is a passing hope, then lit
erature after Auschwitz will not be essentially different from literature before 
Auschwitz, despite our anguished consciousness. The terrible beauty bom in the 
wake of the Holocaust is terrible and beautiful because of a sameness, a repeti
tion, an invincibly pastoral or contemplative element. Both types of art, of will
ing and of defiant consent to traditional literary forms, strengthen Adorno’s 
comment: “The world grown dark makes the irrationality of art rational: art, it
self the radically darkenedIt is this rationality of art, despite a hopelessness 
that afflicts us after the Holocaust, which I have tried to epitomize in this essay.

EPILOGUE (2S0 YEARS AFTER GOETHE S BIRTH)

Only for the sake of those who have no hope is hope given us.
- -Walter Benjamin, “Goethe s Wahlverwandschafttn”

Imagine, now, that Goethe, from his place in the literary firmament, saw what 
happened between 1933 and 194S: the murderous assault of the Nazi regime on 
the Jews, as well as on others scorned as ethnically inferior, asocial, or unworthy 
of life, an assault in the very name of culture, of a pure Aryan culture. I do not
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conjure up a Goethe looking down from heaven because his temperament was 
Olympian but because he understood the relation between the extremes of hap
piness and unhappiness, the danger of exaltation together with the fall from sub
limity into a disenchantment that must lead to incurable melancholy or savage 
revenge. “Es furchte die Gocttcr/Das Mcnschcngcschlecht” [Mankind must fear 
(coming near) the gods): the opening of Iphigenia’s “Parzenlied,” her hymn to 
the Fates in Iphigcnia in Tauns, is but one of Goethe’s warnings against identify
ing with “Hcrrscher" mania. Precisely such deification inspired the leaders of a 
self-styled master race and attracted an enormous number of fanatics and fel
low travelers.

Perhaps you will object to my fantasy because whatever it was that Goethe in
tuited was exceeded by the enormity of the Holocaust to such an extent that he 
would have been unable to fathom it, or because the Goethean response, in a 
poem like Iphigenia’s hymn, can no longer go to the heart of the matter. Part of 
me agrees with that assessment. Goethe, who wrote, “there are unbeautiful, ter
rifying things in nature, with which literature, however skillfully it may treat 
them, ought neither to concern nor to reconcile itself,” and who, though recog
nizing Kleist’s genius, was also repelled by it, may not be—if anyone can be— 
an adequate witness. But as we pass from generation to generation, and by now 
the third after the Shoah has come of age, it is impossible to omit from the cause 
of hope the country from which the destruction originally arose.

As the ravage of genocide is repeated in other parts of the world, it is human 
nature itself we confront. No god out of the machine can help, as in Aeschylus or 
Euripides, though an invention like that is prompted by the impasse in human 
affairs between amnesty and the retaliatory' demands of justice. But if we antici
pate a lifting of despair, and therefore seek to sf udy (I can find no better word) the 
possibility of hope, it has to come from a renewed understanding of language or 
art, including Germany’s contribution.

It is relatively easy to honor— I do not say to comprehend —Paul Celan, but 
does the art of a Goethe still move us, can such art prevail despite the Nazi disas
ter? Reading Goethe today, must we overlook what began to happen only a hun
dred years after his death? Can we enjoy his wisdom and virtuosity only by con
fining him to his historical corner, blinkering the inspiration of a creator who is 
as important to German literature as Shakespeare is to English?

I realize that even Shakespeare’s place is no longer entirely secure. Yet his dra
mas have proved to he more adaptable to a contemporary world that has “supp d 
full of horrors." Akhmatova still invokes him, thinking of Londoners during the 
Blitz: “Time is writing Shakespeare’s twenty-fourth drama.” But, she adds, “not 
this, not this, not this, / this even we aren’t capable olTeading.”1·'

What terror and trauma Goethe knew are not portrayed with the visual lorce



and mi|ht realism of Shakespearean tragedy. |«»r those devoted to literature, 
however, it may he as important to justify art through Goethe as through Shake 
speare. It is precisely because of his reticence, or “klassische Dámpfung,” as la·«» 
Spitzer named it the fact that in Iphigenta he evokes catastrophe from th«· «lis 
tance of hallad and oral tradition (“Vor meinen Ohren tout «las alte l.i«*<|,” says 
Iphigenia, “ The ancient song comes to my ears”) that my looking t«» Goethe 
may he relevant. What might he have said, obliged to star in a “Prologue in 
Heaven” like the one introducing his own Faust! That Iphigenia in Tauris tries to 
undo a spell ascribed to the Fates, even if it originated in human nature. The 
Holocaust institutes «»nee again a break in civilization (Zivilisationsbruch) and un
leashes a horrendous chain of consequences. This time it is irreducible to the 
story of an eponymous family on which so much of ancient Greek tragedy is 
based, the story ol Tantalus, Pelops, and his family feud. Yet Goethe, too, seeks 
to exorcize the Furies, even if his play is almost entirely a learned rumor, a be
lated pandect of classical themes, and therefore (like Greek tragedy itself) as 
much recitation as dramatic action. It is, in efFect, as pointed in its moral urgency 
as any tiling in Shakespeare.

The audience in Berlin which saw Iphigenia staged in 1998 was, I am sure, sen
sitive to its topical appeal, since the play raises the issue of hospitality to foreign
ers. Was it only, though, my ears that responded to the pathos of the sister s re
fusal to save her brother and herself, before making sure that Tauris would 
abolish human sacrifice? I cannot vouch for the audience around me, but I 
thought of the curse the Holocaust had brought upon Germany when she speaks 
the following words:

Soil dieser Fluch denn ewig walten? Soil
Nie dies Geschlecht mit einem neuen Segen
Sich wieder heben?

[Must this curse then last for ever? Can
this people never be reestablished
through a new blessing?]'4
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Twelve

L A M E N T ’ S  H O P E

Paul ¿MenJes-Flohr

In the grim shadows cast upon our civilization by the Holocaust, Geoffrey Hart
man (chapter 11) has spoken to us “about and of hope.” Focusing on the burden 
assumed by language to contain disaster and pah pasu also hope, his finely tuned 
discussion of this paradoxical capacity of the spoken and written word is appro
priately humble, even muted. I shall allow myself to be a bit more bold in re
flecting upon the concept of hope, and offer some tentative comments about the 
nature and possibility of hope in the wake of the Holocaust.

The concept of hope—its epistemological and phenomenological con
tours—may be illuminated by an epigram coined by my Jerusalem colleague, 
R. J. Zwi Werblowsky: “Optimism is a natural vice; Hope is a supernatural 
virtue.”1 This somewhat whimsical allusion to St. Augustine’s theological elab
oration of the notion of grace comes to underscore that optimism and hope are 
not identical. The former, optimism, is emphatically an emotional disposition; 
it is a function of mood and feelings—emotions which are, of course, notori
ously mercurial. Optimism—or the lack thereof—may also be a result of sober 
assessment of reality. Hope, on the other hand, is a form of knowledge, divinely 
dispensed and etched in our graced souls, indeed, very being. Thus one may be 
bereft of optimism and yet have hope.

The late marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch elaborated this insight in his writ-
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ings on the “spirit of utopia” and what he called “das Prinzip Hoffnung." For 
Bloch, an avowed atheist, the source of hope is not a divine dispensation; hope is 
not, as Augustine would have it, a supernatural virtue. Rather, Bloch held, it in
heres in the very structure of being; it is ontologically grounded. The human be
ing s instinctive refusal to acquiesce to the present social and political realities as 
absolute pushes the mind, fanned by dreams and fantasies of alternative realities, 
to behold the future, the not-yet being (das noch-nicht Sew) and the ought of the 
world. ’ This glimpse of the das noch-nicht Sein generates hope. Hope, then, is not 
simply an emotional state; it has a two-fold epistemic role, for it allows one to 
perceive the present as not absolute and thereby also points to the promise of ex
istence borne by a vision of a happier, more just future. As knowledge of the pos
sibilities that lie beyond the temporal horizon, if but adumbrations of what might 
be, hope serves to differentiate the present from the promise of the future:

As long as the past and future of things seemed to coalesce [undifferenti
ated), . . . the process between the primeval accident (Urzufal!) and God 
can only with difficulty reach a new- metaphysical phase. Only when the 
trajectory' of time no longer lives in the merely perceptible (sinnlich) 
shadow of an eternal present will the night of existence (Dasein) be illumi
nated by existence’s now apprehended past and future.’

The future illuminated by hope has a unique countenance that marks it radi
cally, indeed ontically apart from the past and present. Hope therefore grants us 
what Bloch somewhat gnomically celebrates as an “unhappy certainty”4 that the 
present is not absolute. As such, hope engenders a Gliickdijfcrcn/.,' that is, an epis
temic dissonance engendered between one’s perception of present reality and 
the soul’s intimation of a happier—a politically and socially more just—future. 
But Bloch was quick to add that hope remains vacuous if it does not inform our 
interpersonal life and political judgments. If hope does not contain a genuine 
future, that is, if it is not borne by a commitment to realize in the here-and-now 
that future, “it is merely wishful thinking, hocus-pocus.”'’

Bloch’s initial mentor in the metaphysics — and politics-- of hope was Her
mann Cohen,7 the nco-Kantian philosopher who also contributed decisively to 
the renewal of creative Jewish thought in the twentieth century. Cohen associ
ated hope with the teachings of Israel’s prophets and their insistent discontent 
with existent realities of the world. By probing the alternative reality promised 
by the future, prophetic hope obliges us to be restlessly impatient with the im
perfections of the present. Hope commands us to remember the forlorn, the dis
inherited, to remember all those who w-eep, and to include them in our vision ol 
the Promised I .and.* This is the prophetic imperative of hope: I lope is nurtured 
by a sac red discontent with the woes ol the world, our own sorrow but also and 
preeminently that of the other. We not our ancestors ol yore alone were
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II I may extrapolate from Bloch's anti Cohen's reflet lions on the prophetic di 
alectics ol hope, I should like to address the question ol hope and the Holocaust. 
As jews - as human beings in general we are all to regard ourselves as sur 
vivors of Auschwitz, anti to live our lives with all the burdens ol survival. These 
burdens are first and foremost to mourn, to rend our garments with grief as we 
recall the victims of Auschwitz, those six million human beings exterminated lor 
the scandal of being born of Jewish parents (not to speak of countless other indi
viduals - homosexuals, mentally impaired, Gypsies—who were condemned to 
elimination because of putative ontological defects). To forget, to proceed with 
our lives without the tears of remembrance would be to vitiate and void hope 
Historical amnesia- -as labile as optimism —is the enemy of hope, hope as a vi
sion and political ethos.

As an anguished identification with the victims of Hitler s satanic fury, re
membrance is a multivalent moral duty. In the first instance, as Paul Ricoeur 
points out, we remember lest we allow forgetfulness to kill the victims twice 
over." “We owe a debt to the victims of Auschwitz. And the tiniest way of paying 
our debt is to tell and to retell what happened at Auschwitz” (3). The story of 
what took place in those dark chambers of inhumanity, the brute tale itself, un
adorned by extraneous ideological and metaphysical commentary, not only res
cues the victims and their cruel death from the threat of oblivion, it “prevents 
their life stories from becoming banal” (4). We are morally beholden to remem
ber—to relate the tale of Nazi barbarity—without an attendant demand for an 
explanation, theological, historical, or otherwise. Remembrance refuses to un
derstand, for to understand means to tame the inherently incomprehensible; un
derstanding seeks to cauterize an inconsolable loss with the balm of explanation. 
Explanation perforce renders the Holocaust—as all senseless horror—banal. 
And the danger of banality, as Ricoeur admonishingly notes, “may be greater to
day than the danger of sheer forgetfulness” (ibid.). Scholarly reconstruction and 
explanation threaten to overshadow and transfigure the mourner’s lament. “His
torians, sociologists, and economists may claim to explain the tragedy so thor
oughly that it becomes merely one case of barbarism among others.” Even more 
distressing, Ricoeur continues, “an allegedly full explanation may make the event 
appear as necessary, to the extent that the causes—which are either economical, 
political, psychological, or religious—would be held to exhaust the meaning of 
the event” (ibid.).
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The mourner seeks no explanation. Her lament is a protest both against evil 
and its explanation. Her lament refuses to allow the scandal of Auschwitz to he 
contained by explanation. The mourner’s cry pierces and transcends language, 
the cradle of explanation. Lament thus, paradoxically, also bears hope, for in de· 
crying what is—was—it implicitly but insistently affirms what ought to be. Res
olutely refusing to accept the decree of fate, hope is borne by an unmitigated out
rage, not by explanation.

In the Jewish tradition lamentation is intimately linked with hope. The fast of 
Tish’ah bc-Av, which commemorates the destruction of both Temples—and all 
other calamities that befell the Jewish people throughout its millennial jour
ney— is said to be the day on which the Messiah is born."’ On Tish’ah bc-Av, 
pious Jews mourn the loss of the Temple and all the horrors since visited upon 
the Children of Israel by fasting, placing ashes on their heads, desisting from all 
creaturelv comforts and pleasures, and reciting in the synagogues the Book of 
Lamentations—in some communities also the entire Book of Job—and singing 
dirges (kmot). It is a day of ritual weeping—and of eschatological hope. The day 
concludes with the prayer u- Va le-Zton Go'cl: “And there shall come for Zion a Re
deemer. . . .” On the night following Tish’ah be-Av, inspired by kabbalistic cus
tom, the community gathers and joyously recites the Blessing on the New Moon, 
for as the moon is renewed, so Israel is to be renewed.

It is said the moderns have forgotten how to mourn, and, in consonance, have 
jettisoned the practice of ritual weeping nurtured by various religious tradi
tions. 11 Indeed, despite the proliferation of Holocaust memorials and assemblies 
of remembrance, little cultural space has been provided for commemorative 
lamentation.i; Indicatively, instead of assigning Holocaust remembrance to 
Tish’ah be-Av, where according to traditional prescription it would belong, the 
Israeli parliament designated a date in the secular calendar, namely, the day be
fore the celebrations marking Israeli Independence. Hence the commemoration 
of the Holocaust — which world Jewry has by and large adopted - is linked with 
the reestablished Jewish political sovereignty in the ancient homeland as the an
swer to Jewry’s interminable suffering in the lands of exile. Not insignificantly, 
the full name of the national day of remembrance is Yom ha-Shoa ve'Gewrah, 
Remembrance Day of the Holocaust and Heroism the latter noun acknowl 
edging Jewish armed resistance to the Nazis. Gevurah which in Hebrew is ety
mologically derived from the root word for man (flever), so the term bears the 
inflection ol manliness- resonates the déliant and proud cry, “Never Again.” 
Never again will Jews be haplessly victimized by the gentiles. These intonations 
allow for neither focused lamentation nor the hope of which (.¡eoffrey Hartman 
speaks.

The need to ground the remembrance of the Holocaust in the memory of the
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tl«'s|KT.m-, indeed heroic armed resistance of Jewish men and women, such ax m 
(ho Warsaw Ghetto uprising, is iron) a national and psychological perspec tive 
palpable and incontrovertible.11 Hut the insistence ol affiliating commemoration 
with heroism manly heroism, even when shared in by brave women may 
also have something to do with secularization and modern European sensibilities.
It has been noted that with the Renaissance and the concomitant reconfiguration 
of Europe s class structure there slowly crystallized well-defined bourgeois codes 
of public comportment, in which excessive public expressions of emotion, es 
pecially weeping, were regarded as improper, “unmanly,” tears being relegated 
to the lachrymose domain of women and children.14 Accordingly, after having 
learned of his father’s murder, Richard in Shakespeare’s Henry the Sixth, Part 3 
exclaims:

I cannot weep; for all my body’s moisture 
Scarce serves to quench my furnace-burning heart;
Nor can my tongue unload my heart’s great burthen,
For self-same wind that I should speak withal 
Is kindling coals that fires all my breast,
And burns me up with flames that tears would quench.
To weep is to make less the depth of grief:
Tears then for babes; blows and revenge for me. (2.1.79-86)'’

This gender-inflected code of emotional control also influenced the way 
European culture would view commemorative lamentation. Hence, caught be
tween the primordial cadences of Jewish tradition and practice and the dictates 
of modern secular sensibility, Jews are uncertain how to commemorate and ex
press the awful pain wrought by Auschwitz.

The quandary' is poignantly illustrated by what may be labeled the scandal of 
weeping Israeli soldiers. During Israel’s undeclared war in Lebanon against the 
Hezbollah, hundreds of Israeli soldiers were killed. With the ever increasing 
numbers of deaths, the myth of the sabra—said to be hard on the outside, and soft 
inside—broke. At the funerals, they would openly cry with grief at the loss of 
their fallen comrades. The custodians of the national ethos were outraged.

In the Israeli parliament, the Knesset, it was debated whether the weeping 
soldiers should be reprimanded for their public display of unmanly behavior; the 
army leadership undertook a program to instruct its ranks to exercise greater 
self-control. There were, of course, many in Israel—including politicians and 
ranking army personnel —who identified with these young soldiers who dared 
to weep.16

Perhaps we should learn to follow' their lead and learn anew' to lament and 
thereby express outrage at a senseless fate17—and therefore to hope.
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