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General Editors’ Preface

Why do people study the past? How are they making sense of the remnants of
the past they encounter in archives, libraries and interviews? And how do people
then write the past? At a time when most professional historians accept that any
such writing depends on authorial perspective, narrative strategy and cultural
context, a thorough understanding of the history of historiography is the precon-
dition of reading history. Undergraduate and postgraduate courses increasingly
include the compulsory study of the philosophy of history and historical theory.
Writing History presents a book series that focuses on the practical application of
theory in historical writing. It publishes accessibly written overviews of particular
fields of history. Rather than focus upon abstract theory, the books explain key
concepts and demonstrate the ways — acknowledged and unacknowledged — in
which they have informed practical work. Each book relates historical texts and
their producers to the social conditions of their existence. As such, Writing
History goes beyond historical works in themselves. In a variety of ways, each
volume analyses texts within their institutional arrangement and as part of a wider
social discourse.

Arguably no event in history has received as much attention from historians
and scholars from a whole range of other disciplines, including literary studies,
sociology, ethnology and political science, as the Holocaust. Historians see the
attempted systematic murder of European Jewry by National Socialist Germany
as a paradigmatic event, which demonstrates what human beings can do to other
human beings. It has become the symbol of ultimate evil. Whilst some scholars
have viewed the Holocaust as a black box that escapes human understanding or
explanations, others have attempted to shed light on the genocide by making
use of a host of different theories, ranging from psychoanalysis to Marxism. Any
student of the Holocaust is confronted with a literature that has been deeply
influenced by a range of different and often mutually exclusive theoretical per-
spectives; hence it makes sense for a series that is dedicated to showing the impact
of theory on specific forms of scholarly writing to dedicate one volume exclusively
to literature on the Holocaust.

Jean-Marc Dreyfus’s and Daniel Langton’s Writing the Holocaust explores the
full range of disciplinary perspectives in Holocaust writing, from sociology to
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psychiatry to theology. It pays close attention to different genres and their ways
of representing and talking about the Holocaust. Cinematic representation stands
next to the rendering of a narrative of the Holocaust in museums and in the wider
context of Jewish history. We encounter distinct bodies of theories that have
influenced many disciplines and genres, and have led to a wide variety of writing
about the Holocaust: they include psychoanalysis and Marxism. The latter does
not have a separate chapter dedicated to it, but it features strongly in several of the
disciplinary and genre chapters. Finally, we have seen over the last decade or so,
much research has been applied to ‘the body’ in history, and it is not surprising
that Holocaust studies have paid much attention to iconic bodies — emaciated,
starved, piled-up, distorted, tortured and discarded bodies whose images are now
associated the world over with the Holocaust. The body is always a gendered
body, and therefore it is only logical that the editors have also included a chapter
on the impact of gender theories on Holocaust research.

It has often been argued that the Holocaust is a unique event in human
history. In fact, the German historical profession fought a protracted ‘historians’
controversy’ (Historikerstreit) in 19856, in which the notion of the singularity
of the Holocaust was defended by left-liberal historians against attempts by
conservatives to compare the Holocaust with the class war in the Soviet Union.
As the chapter on comparative genocide research illustrates, we have come a
long way since then. To compare is not to equate — and few scholars who have
put the Holocaust in a comparative context have done so with the ambition
to relativize the crimes committed and the horrors associated with the event.
Instead, comparison has allowed us to gain new insights into the history of the
Holocaust and a variety of theories have been fruitfully employed in comparative
genocide research.

Overall, the reader of this book is presented with a wealth of examples on how
diverse bodies of theory have reconfigured the field of Holocaust studies over the
last decades.

Stefan Berger, Heiko Feldner and Kevin Passmore
Manchester and Cardiff, April 2011
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Jean-Marc Dreyfus and Daniel Langton

In 1992, Saul Friedlinder published a landmark edited volume called Probing
the Limits of Representation: Nazism and the Final Solution." Tt contained the
proceedings of a conference which had aimed to confront the historical writing
of the Holocaust with the new currents of thought in the humanities then rising
to prominence in North American universities.

Friedlinder opens the volume by asking, ‘Can the extermination of the Jews of
Europe be the object of theoretical discussions? Is it not unacceptable to debate
formal and abstract issues in relation to this catastrophe?’

The most influential articles in this still strikingly relevant volume, the chapters
which have been most widely read and commented upon, are those which deal
with postmodernism and the Holocaust. The tendency — at that time most fully
developed in departments of literary or cultural studies, and far less prevalent in
history departments — to highlight the epistemological importance of historians’
use of language, as opposed to their establishment of the facts, posed funda-
mental questions of the then rapidly expanding field of Holocaust studies. The
resulting debate, which famously pitted Hayden White on one side against Saul
Friedlinder and Carlo Ginsburg on the other,? remains unresolved to this day,
even as postmodern studies have continued to move forward (and have begun
to be brought into question on occasions), and Friedlinder has continued to
write important historical works whose profile has reached beyond the academic
sphere, culminating in the award of the Pulitzer prize for his massive two-volume
treatment of the Holocaust.*

This controversy was all the more significant for bringing a number of facts
to light. Firstly, it emphasized just how long it had taken for the institutionali-
zation of research on and teaching of the Holocaust to take root in universities
around the world. Outside Israel, it was only really in the 1980s that the study
of the destruction of Europe’s Jews attained true academic legitimacy.’ For many
years, the Holocaust was not considered a legitimate field of study for a variety of
reasons, which had as much to do with the status of Jewish studies in universities
as with that of Jewish communities themselves in a Western world divided by
the Cold War. The memoirs of Raul Hilberg — who describes in detail the
difficulties he encountered in publishing his thesis, which is now considered a
founding text of Holocaust studies® — attest to this, as do those of Léon Poliakov.”
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Then there were difficulties connected with the highly specific nature of the
object of study — a problem which, we would suggest is related to the almost
sacred position assigned to Jews in Western culture — and with the establish-
ment of the facts when faced with a vast mass of often inaccessible archives, all
of which led to a relative paucity of studies theorizing the historical narrative of
the genocide.

While the historical academy in the West had been getting to grips with
anthropology and structuralism, the Braudelian long term and the return, in
the 1980s, of political history, studies on the Holocaust remained isolated.
The Marxist orientation of many social historians in Britain, for example, long
prevented them from engaging with the short duration of the event, the Nazi
regime lasting only twelve years and the period of mass murder barely four. Aside
from these explanations, the whole fraught process of the institutionalization
of Holocaust studies, which is still ongoing in many countries, also needs to be
considered. The genocide of the Jews was long seen as the history of a minor-
ity of an already minority group, to be considered, strictly speaking, as a subset
within the larger field of research on totalitarianism. It took several decades for
European national narratives of the Second World War to overcome their reti-
cence regarding the various forms of collaboration in the persecution of the Jews.
The writing of the genocide long remained the preserve of certain Jewish circles,
which were themselves very restricted. The state of Israel is a notable exception,
although even there, some limits applied to research, for reasons arising from the
new state’s uncertainty regarding the construction of its national narrative.

Even as the Second World War raged, pioneering groups of Jews had begun
establishing archives of material and even writing accounts of their suffering. The
most famous of these was the Oneg Shabbath, in the Warsaw Ghetto,® but the
phenomenon existed throughout Europe, from the Wiener Library in London
to the chronicles of the Lodz Ghetto,? or the clandestine creation, in Grenoble,
of the Centre de documentation juive contemporaine.'® Immediately after the war,
these Jewish documentation centres, run by volunteers, took on the task of cal-
culating the losses and writing the history of the tragedy that had just unfolded.
There were thirteen of them, coming together on several occasions for European
congresses.!! Some pioneering historians brought a preliminary intellectual frame-
work to this embryonic history, and in particular gave it a first taste of academic
legitimacy. Léon Poliakov, for instance, who had been a member of the French
delegation at Nuremberg, published the first full-length account of the Holocaust
in 1951,'? defining many of the themes which would be developed much later
by a younger generation of historians, from Jewish reactions to the role of the
Churches to the structure of the persecution apparatus. The book was translated
into English in 1956.13 The postwar years also saw attempts at a more theoretical
analysis and explanation of the genocide, often written from a Marxist perspective
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by German Jewish émigrés. Ernst Fraenkel, Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno
and, of course, Hannah Arendt are the most famous of these.

By contrast, these works highlight the relative lack from the outset of a
theoretical approach specific to the study of the Holocaust.!* It is also true that
German historians confronted the Holocaust relatively early on, often consider-
ing it as a small chapter in the larger sweep of their analysis of the nature of
National Socialism. When the first works on the Holocaust were published, they
displayed a strange contempt for all non-German historiographical production
on the subject, as if only ‘German science’ could account for the Nazi pheno-
menon and the genocide of the Jews.!” By contrast, the output of Israeli histori-
ans, which although ahead of its time was heavily influenced by a Zionist vision
of Jewish history, concentrated not only on the heroism of Jewish combatants,
in particular the Jews in the Polish ghettoes, but also on the importance of the
narratives of victims and survivors. The publication in 1961 in the United States
of Raul Hilberg’s masterful study 7he Destruction of the European Jews'®
inevitably marked a turning point on account of its sheer breadth, its willingness
to cover the entirety of the catastrophe on a European scale and its numerous
breakthroughs in the description of the structures of persecution. Let us not
forget that this work came out of a thesis in political science, not history.

Towards the end of the 1970s, the number of subjects being researched in
this area began growing rapidly, although the central themes defined in the
postwar period remained unchanged. The social history of victims before and
after the Holocaust was one of these new lines of enquiry, as was the study
of representations of the Holocaust in literature, cinema, popular culture and
even graphic novels. The period following the catastrophe began to be studied,
through a series of themes grouped together under the heading ‘Aftermath’,
dealing with the history of Jewish Displaced Persons and their reception in host
countries, whether in Israel or elsewhere. Historians became increasingly inter-
ested in the postwar trials, the memory of the Holocaust, its political uses and
its role in identity formation, as well as the question of Holocaust memorials.
The return of studies devoted to the perpetrators of the genocide (in German
‘Titerforschung’) coexisted uneasily with an ever-growing number of survivor
testimonies, systematically recorded by various foundations, by far the most
important of which being the Shoah Visual History Foundation created by the
film-maker Steven Spielberg. In 1995, the debate surrounding the property of
Jewish victims (Holocaust Looted Assets) led to the creation of a true subfield
of study, covering all the economic aspects of the Holocaust, from the sys-
tematic looting of personal property to the involvement of German and other
European companies in the process of genocide.!” The writing of the Holocaust
has also been structured around ‘great’ debates extending well beyond academic
circles, as the Holocaust has, since the 1980s, attracted the attention of a very
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wide public. These range from the tensions — which, despite vigorous denials,
remain powerful — between intentionalists and functionalists, to the uses of the
Holocaust in Israeli and American public life, to arguments about the possibil-
ity of a comparison with Stalin’s terror and, of course, the German Historians’
quarrel of 1986 onwards.'®

The aim of this book is not to settle these debates, nor to provide a definitive
explanation for these developments. Its scope is at once wider and more modest.
Wider in the sense that it secks to ask questions of certain major discipline
areas in the humanities regarding the ways in which they have addressed — or
not addressed — the writing of the Holocaust. More modest in the sense that
these analyses, covering a historical period of the more than sixty years that
have elapsed since the events in question, do not claim to provide definitive
responses to the issue of the theoretical engagement of the humanities with the
history of the Jewish catastrophe. The authors brought together here provide
far more than a simple description of ‘trends’ within their respective disciplines’
approaches to the writing of the history of the Jewish genocide; for they have
succeeded in making clear the full range of theorizations at work in this process —
or, in many cases, their relative absence. The scope of this book is also modest
in the sense that it does not aim to be exhaustive, whether in its analysis of
different disciplines or in the range of disciplines it covers. Due to constraints
of space, for instance, it has not been possible to cover fully such important
areas as anthropology, political science, philosophy, economic history, literature
or postmodernism.

In the first chapter, Dalia Ofer shows how the emergence of women’s studies
and gender studies within Holocaust Studies has given rise to controversy, yet also
opened up new avenues of research. In Chapter 2, Cathy Gelbin uses film studies
methodology to show how film-makers from across the globe, first from Eastern
Bloc countries, then the United States, attempted to invent a cinematographic
language able to express the scale of the catastrophe. Marcel Stoetzler examines
early attempts by sociological texts to account for Nazi antisemitism. Written by
exiled sociologists from broadly Marxist perspectives, these sought to explain the
causes of prejudice against and hatred of Jews, without ever actually addressing
the question of mass-murder. The sociologist Zygmunt Bauman represents a later
exception to this tendency, with his book Modernity and the Holocaust. Nathalie
Zajde considers the important — and isolated — contribution of psychiatry with
respect to the description of survivor trauma, and the resulting definition of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder. Daniel Langton’s contribution surveys the main Jewish
and Christian thinkers who, between 1965 and 2003, attempted to interpret the
Holocaust by resituating it within a theological vision of history. Boaz Cohen
examines the tensions between the ‘scientific’ writing of Jewish history, as it was
constructed in the nineteenth century and later adapted in a Zionist context,
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and the writing of the Holocaust — tensions which persist to this day. Donald
Bloxham’s contribution places the Holocaust in the wider field of genocide studies
and in doing so offers a new interpretation of the destruction of Europe’s Jews.
Christopher Forth, meanwhile, focuses on studies of the body, showing how this
extensive field of research has nonetheless had only a very limited impact on the
writing of the Holocaust. Finally, Ana Carden-Coyne’s chapter demonstrates how
the debates surrounding representation, the unrepresentable and the difficulty
of using images for fear of establishing a potential ‘pornography’ of horror have
informed the presentation of the Jewish genocide in a museum context.
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Gender: Writing Women, Writing the Holocaust
Dalia Ofer

About a quarter of a century ago one of the first studies on women and the
Holocaust was published. This was Women Surviving the Holocaust: Proceedings of
the Conference, edited by Esther Katz and Joan Miriam Ringelheim and published
in New York by the Institute for Research in History. The proceedings brought
to light the interest that the topic aroused and its complex nature. In the opening
remarks Marjorie Lightman, Executive Director of the Institute for Research in
History, which hosted the conference, said: ‘I commend the scholars who, by virtue
of their feminism, are asking the questions that break the veil of historical silence.”!

Joan Miriam Ringelheim, the academic chair of the conference and since then
a leading scholar on gender and the Holocaust, commented in a later article
on her correspondence with Cynthia Ozick. In 1980, Ozick had challenged
Ringelheim’s employment of feminist methodology in studying the fate of
women during the Holocaust:

I think you are asking the wrong question. Not simply the wrong question
in the sense of not having found the right one; I think you are asking mor-
ally wrong questions, a question that leads us still further down the road of
eradicating Jews from history ... Your project is, in my view, an ambitious
falsehood ... The Holocaust happened to victims who were not seen as men,
women, or children, but as Jews.”

This was reinforced by Dr Helen Fagin, herself a Holocaust survivor and
a professor of English and director of Judaic Studies at the University of Miami:
‘I don’t want the Holocaust to be made secondary to feminism.” Both Ozick and
Fagin were concerned with the motivations of scholars who were not interested
in the Holocaust per se but were using it to further other agendas.

Since 1983, the literature concerning women in the Holocaust has developed to
cover a large scope of subjects concerning the historical protagonists, perpetrators
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and collaborators, victims, rescuers and indifferent groups in relation to their mode
of operation, motivations and behaviour.

Research trends may be divided into a few categories. One was motivated by
the cultural feminism approach and demonstrated the perspective of women’s
studies, as reflected in the works of Gisela Bock, Sybil Milton and to some extent
also Claudia Koonz. Another tendency approached the issue from the wider per-
spective of social history and sociology, as in the studies of Marion Kaplan, Lenore
J. Weitzman, Judy Tydor Baumel, Dalia Ofer and others. The effort to integrate
the gender perspective into overall discussions on Holocaust issues is manifested
in the works of Nechama Tec (Resilience and Courage: Women Men and the
Holocaust, concerning the Jewish victims), of Elizabeth Harvey (Women and
the Nazi East: Agents and Witness of Germanization) and in Lenore ]. Weitzman’s
research on the women couriers in the Jewish resistance.*

These publications have broadened the historical narrative and legitimized
introduction of the perspective of the individual and their subjectivity into the core
of the historical analysis of the Holocaust. They also aroused a greater awareness of
a methodological issue: how to integrate and disseminate personal documentation
such as letters, diaries, post-Holocaust memoirs and oral history into the histori-
cal narrative. These efforts led to the democratization of the field of research: not
only heroes and heroines were the subject of research but normal people who were
described through their activities in their daily life. The nuances added new infor-
mation on women to the conventional knowledge of Holocaust events, while the
personal points of view enriched the historical narratives, proving that the absence
of women from the narratives had resulted in a partial, incomplete, reconstruction
of events and prevented a comprehensive interpretation of the Holocaust.

These were evident in literature and sociology, and thus Holocaust research was
enriched through a number of fields of study. The efforts to understand and incor-
porate women’s narratives stressed even further the multifaceted and complex reality.

In what follows I will relate some of the major themes that were studied and
debated in Holocaust studies, concentrating on perpetrators and Jewish victims,
and focusing on Germany and Eastern Europe. I will demonstrate my arguments
through the fields of history and literature.

Main Themes and Fields Presented
in Gender Analysis

Literature

Scholars of literature were among the first to concentrate on women’s writing
and to use gender as a category of analysis. This was displayed in empirical as
well as theoretical approaches that examined the themes of the genre and style of
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women’s writing during the Holocaust and its aftermath. They emphasized that
women paid more attention to details in their narratives, expressed their emotions
more openly and were more aware of themselves, the surrounding environment
and of relations with the inmates.> Through the literary output they studied the
inner world of the author and the outer setting of these writings. Though all
literary expressions are personal and exhibit first and foremost the writer’s own
personality and understanding of reality, general conclusions can be drawn by
reading a wide range of Holocaust literature. They applied theoretical concepts
to both feminist texts and the studies on post trauma to gain an understanding
of women’s writing on the Holocaust.®

One example from Holocaust poetry will demonstrate the transition from the
subjective and intimate to the objective and public through gender analysis. The
collection edited by Ruth Schwertfeger, Women of Theresienstadt: Voices from a
Concentration Camp, published as early as 1989, demonstrates the distinctiveness
of poetry and memoirs written by women in the camp. Schwertfeger reconstructs
daily life in Theresienstadt by using the poems as her main source of information.
Their day-to-day existence was the main concern of the camp’s inmates and the
poetesses reflected it in their writings. Some of the poems were published after the
war, as their authors survived, while others were found in the archives. The table
of contents includes: ‘Day to Day Life in the Camp’, ‘Cultural Activities’ and
‘Transportation and Liberation’.” Schwertfeger explains that the inmate authors’
needed to write as creative self-expression made their life and suffering more bear-
able. “Writing helped me,” wrote Grete Salus.

But writing also served as testimony, sometimes with a moral lesson or just as
an account of the events.® Writing with the intention of producing a literary text
demonstrated that, “To write a poem means to compromise, to elevate it from
the intermediary stage for being and consciousness, to purposely give it form.”
Gerty Spies, an inmate in Theresienstadt, described her relationship to her own
poems after lying awake at night memorizing her verses: ‘T held them tight, they
held me tight — we held each other.”'® Throughout the book poems provide a
detailed description of the hardships of Theresienstadt, including hunger, forced
labour, loneliness and the difficulty of getting up in the morning. These details,
Schwertfeger claimed, are typical of women’s writing and display the manner in
which they examine their surroundings.!

The emphasis in Schwertfeger’s volume is on women, but Sara Horowitz, a
central figure in literature for research of the Holocaust, commented: ‘Our task is
to examine women not only as objects of particular abuses, as developers of partic-
ular survival strategies, or even as thinkers about their own experiences. We must
examine the place of gender in accounts of men as well as those of women.”'* She
warns against reading women’s writing as a separate corpus without connecting it
to and comparing it with the literary works produced by men, and this scholarship
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would ignore experiences that were common to men and women, and which were
present in women’s testimonies and literary writings.

I opened my discussion with literary study of the Holocaust since the literary
corpus includes not only fiction and poetry, but also diaries and other contem-
poraneous writings and memoirs written after the war. Since such writings are
central to historical research as well, a dialogue has developed between the two
disciplines.!? Sidra Ezrahi, among the first to take part in that dialogue, has
maintained that comprehension of Holocaust literature is dependent upon broad
knowledge of the historical context.!

Historiography

I will focus on Jews and will only comment briefly on non-Jewish German
women. The historical controversy over the role of German women in the geno-
cide perpetrated by the Nazis and their support of the regime and its criminality
precedes discussions about the victims.

The American historian Claudia Koonz maintains that non-Jewish German
women, in general, helped their husbands separate the public from the private
sphere and in this way supported the silence about the crimes committed by
Nazism, including the Final Solution. Moreover, she claims that by such behav-
iour they became direct accomplices in the crimes. The policy of the regime
stressed the role of women as homemakers who were to produce healthy babies
and be faithful to their men. The Nazi women’s organization, headed by Gertrud
Scholtz-Klink, directed women to avoid questioning their husbands about work
when at home; wives were supposed to provide the tired and troubled men with
a peaceful home setting."”

In contrast, Gisela Bock, who studied the history of women in Germany and
Europe from a cultural feminist approach, maintains that non-Jewish German
women were also victims of the regime.!® The regime penetrated vulgarly into
the private sphere, imposing its racial policy through the use of denunciations,
and thus the declared separation of the private from the public spheres became
invalid: ‘All Germans were responsible for the Holocaust, but not in their specific
identities as women or men, and not because of their marital state, motherhood,
or fatherhood.’'”

The main point of Bock’s analysis is that non-Jewish German women were
part of the Nazi regime in all capacities, as perpetrators, bystanders and victims.
Women were part of the concentration and death-camp echelons, though never
in the highest positions of command.

In view of the above, the study of everyday life and the reaction of grass-root
Germans to the regime’s racial vision became an important field into which
gender was integrated.'® This research combined social and cultural history.
The role of gender and sexuality in shaping social order and in social transition,
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and the meaning of gender stereotypes in the national imagination, became
central themes."”

The Nazis transformed and used these images to establish gender conventions
and viewed any deviation as a danger to social order. The patriarchal character of
the German family was reinforced and the role of each member of the family was
undeniably gendered. The importance of delivering healthy Aryan babies became
the dominant factor in ratifying marriages, in which racial considerations were
central. All these factors have a gender perspective and demonstrate the connec-
tion between gender and race in Nazi ideology.*’

Further research on German women as perpetrators combined social and
cultural history and related the enrolment of women in different activities in the
occupied Eastern territories. In explaining the behaviour and self-understanding
of these women, scholars drew upon both the sense of mission and the cultural
baggage that enabled women to participate enthusiastically in transforming
the East into a German East. This included actions that called for the use of
aggression and violence. Women took part in the deportation of Poles and Jews,
ordered the deported women to clean their own homes for new German dwellers
and expressed no empathy or compassion with the deportees. They viewed with
indifference the evicted families, including children and elderly people, who were
searching desperately for a place to live. Simultaneously, they engaged in social
work, teaching and integrating model house-care into the new ethnic German
communities in the annexed Polish territories.

For Elizabeth Harvey, these women were agents of the regime and witnesses
to criminal actions against Poles and Jews. However, she maintains that the
participation of women in bureaucratic tasks connected to the Einsatzgruppen
(the mobile killing units) mass killings, the police and the army made them either
co-perpetrators or direct perpetrators. They transmitted orders, typed the reports
of the killings and listened to the jokes and remarks of the killers about their
operations. In carrying out their duties they were exposed to cruelty and suffer-
ing, and most of them did not display any reservations. The vision of the future
Germanization of these areas, together with the degraded images of the Slavs,
Poles, Ukrainians and Russians on the one hand, and antisemitism on the other,
produced energetic perpetrators.?!

For Gudrun Schwartz, the women were perpetrators. Both Schwartz and Elissa
Mailinder Koslov, who studied men and women in Majdanek, stressed that this
group included mostly young unmarried women, often students who were happy
to be free from the constraints of the patriarchal family and other conventions
that limited their activities at home.?

Following the definition of agents, witnesses and perpetrators, the issue
of gender as a factor of explanation becomes rather complex. The number of
German women who were directly involved in activities in the East is estimated
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at about half a million. Others, as maintained by Bock and Meyer, participated
in sterilization and forced abortion efforts and in clerical work connected with
the persecutions, killings and deportations. Still others were employed in differ-
ent professions in public institutions or with private enterprises that in one way
or another served the criminal activities of the regime. And a significant number,
as mentioned above, served in the SS in the forced labour and death camps.
Many of the women chose to ignore what was being perpetrated, similar to the
choice made by male Germans. Most of the women assigned to the East did not
express any reservations; on the contrary, they were willingly and enthusiastically
involved in these acts.

The Jewish Victims: A Gendered Perspective

Women in the Holocaust, published in 1998, was one of the first anthologies
devoted to Jewish women during the Holocaust with an effort to provide some
historical perspective. The research presented in the volume described a diversi-
fied Jewish reality in various parts of Europe, and different modes of inclusion
and exclusion of Jews in European societies. These had an important impact
on internal Jewish life, on class structure and on the self-understanding of Jews.
It applied to gender as well as to other factors in the life of the Jews. The bour-
geois outlook of the Jews in Germany and other Western countries was not
representative of the working and lower middle classes that accounted for the
majority of Eastern European Jews. The Jews in Eastern Europe lived in different
environments, in big and small cities, in shretlach (small cities with a majority of
Jews), and in more or less integrated settings with non-Jews. Class differences
and ideological affiliations among Jews had an impact on gender perceptions and
affected the involvement of women in the working force, their social activities
and the private family sphere.

In addition to the great degree of diversity, the editors of Women in the
Holocaust sought a theoretical conceptualization that would enable viewing dif-
ferent experiences of Jews under Nazi occupation through categories that would
explain the responses of women in the different environments. They had recourse
to cultural feminism and social history as the disciplines that might provide
this conceptual framework. Analysis of the data indicated that everyday life and
efforts to create a semblance of ‘normality’, despite the chaotic and brutal real-
ity, were a central stage for the manifestation of gender differences. As routines
of men and women were different in normal times, the question arose as to
what concepts would illuminate the narrative and the analysis of the continuity
and rupture that each of the sexes experienced. The following categories were

suggested by Ofer and Weitzman:*
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Pre-war roles and responsibilities of men and women.

Anticipatory reactions of men and women to the Nazi regime and occupation.
German policy and treatment of men and women.

Responses of Jewish men and women to Nazi persecution.

NN

These categories called for employment of a comparative methodology in
respect to the geography of the Holocaust. This obligated viewing carefully the
several stages of the war and the different arenas where Jews strove to survive the
persecution and the killings. It also required scrutiny of the historical background
of the Jews in different European communities and within one country, as well
as an examination of public and private patterns of behaviour. The use of these
categories involved distinguishing on the basis of social class, education and age,
and it demonstrated that gender was a necessary factor in any comprehensive
interpretation of human behaviour, alongside other social categories. All together,
this framework suggested an innovative and creative reading of the available
sources and a search for new ones.

Research on Jewish women during the Holocaust drew on works that related
to women in wartime and showed the similarities of the impact of war on gender
conventions and gender roles. Despite many hardships that women experienced
when they left their spouses, they were empowered. However, such study also
demonstrated the unique fate of Jews, as Raquel Hodara proved in her article, “The
Polish Jewish Woman from the Beginning of the Occupation to the Deportation
to the Ghettos’. Hodara pointed to the changes that occurred in the life of Polish
Jewish women in the pre-ghetto period that are often veiled in the historical
accounts. She showed that major changes in gender roles took place before the
move to the ghetto; this included a wide range of activities within the family, in
the economy and in employment. She demonstrated the growing involvement of
women in the public sphere. However, she also maintained that the differences
between Jewish and non-Jewish Polish women were substantial despite the great
persecutions, deportations and killings that non-Jewish Poles experienced.24

As an example of the analysis I will now discuss the family in the context of
daily life during the Holocaust and how the gender analysis contributed to a
sophisticated and nuanced description.

The Family between Fracture and Solidarity

The history of the Jewish family relates to routines typical of the ordinary regular
life of the individual and the society. It entails the detailed handling of day-to-day
situations and the use of common sense in ordinary activities that do not demand
any exceptional attention of the individual, such as going to work, providing food
for the family, leisure time and so on. Everyday lifestyle differed from one soci-
ety to another and according to class and gender. Daily activities were gendered
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and thus reflected the hierarchy between men and women (both in the public
and private spheres), defined responsibilities and contributed to the order of the
routine. Returning to the categories mentioned above, daily life reflected ‘the cul-
turally defined gender roles of Jewish men and women, which endowed the two
sexes with different skills, knowledge, and expertise’.”> Here I will concentrate
on Eastern Europe.

In the course of the destruction of European Jewry between 1939 and 1945,
the family as a social unit and as a personal sanctuary faced unprecedented pres-
sures and duress. Although Jews lived mostly as a seed family, the extended family
was an important factor in the Jewish milieu both before the war and during the
Nazi regime.

West and East European Jews alike placed noteworthy emphasis on the import-
ance of family life. As Paula Hyman has remarked, ‘Jews entered the modern era
with a powerful myth about the strength and stability of the traditional Jewish
family throughout the ages.””® In her analysis, the ‘traditional Jewish family’
shared two important values generally assigned to the modern family: affection
between parents and children and an emphasis on the importance of emotional
ties between couples.?”’

Typically, Eastern European Jewish men were not professionals. As shopkeepers,
middlemen, carpenters, shoemakers or tailors, their clientele was largely Jewish and
their families tended to live in buildings or neighbourhoods that had a distinctly
Jewish character.

Most East European Jews were from the lower classes and economic necessity
forced many women into the labour market, either working at home on piecemeal
jobs or else in family shops or other commercial establishments. About one-third
of the Jewish women in Poland, for example, were employed, comprising about
20 per cent of the Jewish labour force. Women were responsible for running
their households, and household help was mostly provided by their daughters.
Husbands were not involved in household work or in the education of their
daughters, although they often took charge of schooling and supplemental Jewish
education for their sons.”®

The research of Raquel Hodara, Anita Tarsi, Sharon Kangisser Cohen and
Dalia Ofer on the families in Eastern Europe during the Holocaust demonstrated
that they underwent a number of structural changes.”” Large numbers of families
were uprooted from their homes and incarcerated in ghettos where they lived
in extremely crowded dwellings; often a few families shared one room, and all
families in the apartment shared one kitchen and bathroom facilities. Intimacy
within couples, and between parents and children, was a dream. Many families
did not have a male provider since some men served in the Polish army, others
left following the call of the Polish government to establish a second front-line
in eastern Poland, while still others were sent to forced labour camps or fled to
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the new Soviet territories. Since all believed that a greater danger confronted
men, mothers encouraged their young sons to escape and wives encouraged their
husband to leave, at least for a while.

Women very often were more daring in testing the boundaries between what
was legal and illegal, believing their situation to be less vulnerable than that of
the men. They were often quite inventive in creating situations in which they
could disguise themselves as non-Jews, a task that was easier for women than for
men. They pretended to be Polish domestic help in Jewish homes (when this was
still allowed) and were willing to change external characteristics, such as dyeing
their hair, wearing women farmer’s dresses and so on. Young girls were smuggled
across into the Aryan side and did not hesitate to use their femininity in order to
pass through the gate.

Women expressed a sense of satisfaction that they were able to manoeuvre and
support the family, defend their husbands, get out to the Aryan side to engage in
smuggling and approach the Jewish authorities — and even the Nazi rulers — to
get information about what had happened to their men and release them.?® The
hostile public sphere became a major arena for women’s activities.

On the other hand the sources describe families sitting around a dinner table to
create a semblance of a regular meal despite the meagre food, and of an attempt
to bake a birthday cake for a family member. These demonstrate the effort to
maintain family cohesion and negate the forces of rupture — to not forget what
normalcy was.?!

Professional women were also active in public institutions and discovered
that they were able to contribute to the welfare of the community beyond their
regular activities in ordinary times. They participated in a number of volunteer
enterprises; for example, an increasing number of women replaced men on the
housing committees in the Warsaw Ghetto.?

Families that stayed together endeavoured to devise survival strategies as a unit,
while having to accommodate themselves to considerable changes in the roles of
different members of the family, in particular between married couples, but no
less between children and parents. Mother, father and children had to assist in
creating an integrated effort for survival of the family unit. Many records testify
to the fact that women had a much stronger voice in the new situation.

A great burden on Jewish mothers lay in the traditional order of Jewish family
roles. The direct responsibility of caring for the home and the children was the
mother’s realm, but the ability to perform motherly obligations was now enor-
mously limited. Contemporaneous sources disclose the frustration of mothers in
view of their inability to provide basic cleanliness, as they observed the deteriorat-
ing health of children and adults and were confronted with obstacles to sustain
a fair distribution of food for all family members. Success was always limited,
and one should bear in mind that the economic condition of the family was the
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paramount factor. Thus, the memoirs and diaries of mothers and women who
were not on the brink of starvation differed considerably from the testimonies of
the impoverished.

In contrast to women’s socialization and values, the sources tell of a growing
number of mothers who deserted their children. They left them on an orphanage
doorstep or near a self-help institution. Some mothers were absolutely desper-
ate and unable to endure any longer their own and their child’s suffering, while
others hoped that they would improve the child’s chances of survival. However,
children were also deserted when mothers tried to escape during the deporta-
tions. Some families made the difficult decision to entrust a child to a non-Jewish
family, regarding separation to be a lesser evil. We have only a few testimonies
on such deliberations between couples; often such decision had to be made by
mothers who had already been left alone.??

Any reading of family relationships is gendered and offers, in the words of
Kangisser Cohen, ‘a window into the lives of ordinary people which level the his-
torical description and introduced the human struggle in complete bluntness’.>
Sources whose provenance is families in the ghetto instruct the reader that in a
time of such extremes family cohesion becomes very delicate. The quest for even
a semblance of normalcy was what Jews and Jewish families desperately tried
to achieve, knowing full well that everything under the occupation and in the
ghettos defied normalcy. And yet, the structural changes in the family shattered
conventions and undermined relationships between couples, between parents and
children, and within the extended family. The imbalance between the parents,
coupled with extreme economic want, uncertainty, terror and fear, in addition to
the crowded conditions in the apartments, hindered intimate relations and the
sense of solidarity. Contemporary documentation tells of quarrels within families,
of men having love affairs with younger women, as reported by Rachel Auerbach
in her Warsaw diary, of complaints by children that their parents deprived them
of the food to which they were entitled, as the chronicle of the Lodz ghetto sadly
reveals, and of friction between brothers and sisters.?®

A question that may arise from the above is how a gendered description of the
family would contribute to the study of the major issues of Holocaust research,
namely Jewish responses to Nazi persecution and to the Final Solution: resistance,
accommodation, compliance, defiance, choice, collaboration and cooperation.

Ofer and Weitzman suggested viewing the family strategy of survival as one
manifestation of resistance. They challenged the conventional analysis of resist-
ance as either membership in an underground movement or participation in
armed activities such as partisan warfare or revolt. They presented resistance from
the perspective of the ordinary man and woman who were unable, or unprepared,
to join in armed resistance. They also disagreed with the view that resistance
should be defined only as an intentional act of a group. They claimed that in view
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of the Nazi declarations about the fate of the Jews under their rule, even before
the launching of the Final Solution, the interpretation by many ordinary Jews — as
the personal documentation reveals — was that the objective of the Germans was
to decimate the Jewish communities in the occupied East. This was how Jews
interpreted the ominous food shortage that caused starvation and the horrendous
conditions in the forced labour camps. Thus, ordinary Jews intentionally devised
their own strategy of survival. The various steps that were devised by women and
men according to their personality, social class, education, social network and
gender should be viewed beyond an instinct of the individual to go on living
regardless of hardship. The challenge of gender analysis provided a missing ele-
ment of what we must now see as an incomplete picture of Jewish resistance
during the Holocaust.?

To lend support to the above, I shall refer to the report by Cecilia Slepak on
women in the Warsaw Ghetto. Her report was based on interviews she conducted
with women in the ghetto between December 1941 and the spring of 1942.%7
Following an introduction, Slepak presented sixteen brief biographies of women
from different social classes. Her work was part of a wider initiative to document
life in the Warsaw Ghetto a year after its establishment and to evaluate its impact
on both individuals and the public.?®

Writing in the midst of the extraordinary situation in the Warsaw Ghetto,
Slepak juxtaposed women with formerly unacceptable occupations such as thiev-
ing, prostitution and begging, alongside traditional ‘women’s work’ and new
occupations for women. She described the lives of her sixteen informants, among
them housewives, a cleaning woman and employees in food storage centres,
public kitchens and orphanages, as wells as a woman who served on the housing
committees. She also wrote about women in the performing arts — a dancer, an
actress and a musician — as well as small-scale vendors, smugglers and professional
women, such as an agronomist, a translator and a librarian.*

Slepak did not hesitate to describe the darker sides of women’s life, and the
reality that emerges from their life stories may be interpreted in different ways.
However, her conclusion was that women were ‘victorious in the struggle for life’.
In reading her narrative, a clear subtext emerges: activism was important. The
abnormal conditions of the war and occupation demanded that women became
active in promoting the survival of their families in non-conventional ways.
Under wartime conditions, particularly in the ghettos, choices were very limited.
However, the women Slepak described did make choices; they were constantly
thinking of alternatives. Some choices that she noted were the decision to work
and not beg in the streets, to engage in smuggling, to cross over to the Aryan side
despite the danger involved and to establish romantic relations with non-Jews in
order to gain some advantages. Choices emerged as an outcome of both general
and specific conditions, a woman’s particular personality and her standards.
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Making choices reflected a sense of autonomy and activism together with resent-
ment towards the situation forced upon them. In addition, women made deliber-
ate decisions such as to cross the border to Vilna, to establish a library or to look
for a particular job.#!

As an interim conclusion I argue that not only was the understanding of both
accommodation and resistance nuanced by introducing the concept of choice
through gender analysis, but this also established accommodation and resistance
across the spectrum of Jewish responses rather than at its two opposite ends.

Underground and Armed Resistance*?

Women were part of the underground and armed resistance from its outset.
In Eastern Europe, the youth movements were the cradle of underground activi-
ties. Following the shock of the Polish defeat, youth movement activities resumed
bit by bit. Many of the adult leaders of the various youth movements fled Poland,
as they were afraid to be targeted by the Nazis or because they left to join the
front in eastern Poland. In a number of communities young women assumed
leadership of the movement, since the danger for females, as mentioned earlier,
was less considerable. Only in the winter of 1940 did the men begin returning
and a kind of ‘dual leadership’ (discussed below) of young men and women
emerged.

Under the regulations of the Nazi occupation regime, many of the routine pro-
cedures of the youth movements were illegal, such as more than a few individuals
congregating together, moving after curfew or travelling from one community to
another. As all the youth movements had branches throughout Poland, commu-
nication between communities was vital to their educational work.

The participation of girls in the youth movements’ activities was not a novelty.
The belief in equality between the sexes was shared by all non-religious Zionist
and non-Zionist youth movements such as Hashomer Hatzyir, Dror Hehalutz,
Noar Zioni and the Bund. Even among religious youth movements such as Bnei
Akiva and Hashomer Hadathi great importance was placed upon the activities
and services of girls. However, in reality during the prewar period the ideology of
equality was not often practised, so girls and female adolescents had to struggle for
their fair share. Nevertheless, the new situation offered some specific opportunities
for young females: on the one hand, adapting to male roles, including physical
work and later participation in fighting (to which I shall return), and on the other
hand, the advancement of feminine traits, such as nurturing and taking special
care of refugee youngsters who were strangers in the community and helping those
whose families had become very poor or depleted.

Many of the youths who were in the movements before the war did not rejoin;
those who did, however, found the gatherings a haven. Barred from their schools,
dismissed from places of work and often unable to comprehend the difficulties
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that their families confronted, the meetings provided them with an opportunity
to put aside gloom for a few hours. They gave a sense of belonging and even hope.
Youth movement gatherings produced an intimate mood of comradeship, an
important factor in the relations between the members. It is therefore interesting
to learn that from a gender perspective their discourse used family terms such as
sisters, brothers, mothers and fathers.

Following the incarceration in the ghettos, as life became increasingly dif-
ficult more young people lost members of their families while in many homes
the day-to-day worries of parents about getting provisions and preparing a meal
occupied all their faculties and little energy was left for emotional support. Some
families stopped functioning altogether. Children and young adolescents had to
shoulder the responsibility of providing for the family, and the search for a source
of income became desperate. As a result, a youth movement centre, called a
ken — ‘nest’ — in Hebrew, turned into a real nest, a place to find reassurance. The
leaders, among them many young women, turned the movements’ soup kitchens
into not only a supplementary source of food but also a cultural and educational
centre, which provided the members with motherly warmth. Thus in the under-
ground papers and memoirs we read of the maternal character of central leaders
such as Zivia Lubetkin, of the Dror Hehalutz movement, who eventually became
the leader of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising together with Mordechai Anielewicz,
Tema Schneiderman from Bialystok, Gusta Davidson Drenger (Yustina) and
many others.

Due to the isolation in the ghettos, once mobility of Jews was completely
forbidden, young women and members of youth movements, disguised as
non-Jews, turned out to be the vital lifeline of the movement. They were sent
as couriers or emissaries (sh/ihim in Hebrew) from one community to another,
passing on information, underground papers and educational materials. The
emissaries remained at their destination for several days or weeks to discuss
ideological and educational matters with the local leadership, oversee educational
activity, and plan and lead theoretical seminars for the older members of the
branch. In short, they had to personally represent the central leadership, its ideas,
programmes and operations. They also became deeply involved in problems
connected with the daily life of the members of the movements.

These meetings that occurred when the emissaries visited groups in the
ghettos were described as a beacon of light. They provided a sense of belonging
to a larger body, strengthened local initiatives and supplied spiritual encourage-
ment. The following passage from the testimony of Rozka Korczak, a leader
of the Jewish underground in Vilna, describes the emotional response of her
besieged colleagues in the Vilna Ghetto when Tosia Altman, one of the most
famous couriers (kashariyot in Hebrew) from Warsaw, arrived in December 1941:
“Tosia came. It was like a blessing of freedom. Just the information that she came.
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It spread among the people ... As if there were no ghetto ... As if there was no death
around. As if we were not in this terrible war. A beam of love. A beam of light."®?

When the mass killing began in the East the couriers passed on the informa-
tion. When the idea of armed resistance was initially formulated they were the
first to contact the non-Jewish underground to get armaments and carry parts
of weapons that would be assembled in the ghetto. Leaders of the movement
and of the armed resistance valued the contribution of the couriers, as well as of
the other young women who participated in the actual fighting in Warsaw and
in the smaller direct clashes in Bialystok and other ghettos. This was also true
among the groups of Jewish partisans that were formed from among members of
the youth movements and the underground in the ghettos.

Women played a central role in the legacy of the youth movement and of the
Jewish resistance; however, they were usually called couriers rather than fighters.
A number of female scholars have raised the issue of the manner in which these
women have been remembered, feeling that they have not been given the heroic
image to which they are entitled. Avihu Ronen, a male historian, believes:

When it came to fighting, it appears that the new leadership of women was
somewhat reduced: they left the combat to the men and were relegated to
auxiliary duties such as communication, logistics, first aid, documentation,
etc. However, although there was some change in gender status during the
days of the armed underground and the fighting (1942-1944), women’s

role and status remained significant.*4

Lenore J. Weitzman takes issue with this conclusion, claiming that analysis of
the efforts of the kashariyor:

should lead us to conclude that the kashariyor, if judged by the same
standards as those who fought in the ghettos, are equally deserving of the
title of hero. It is, however, still possible that this type of reasoned analysis
may nevertheless be at odds with the popular judgment that accords more
honor to those we call fighters, or to those who had guns, even if they
never fired them.®

Avihu Ronen discerns a particular form of leadership that developed within the
youth movements during this time, which he relates to the young age of those
leaders, who were in their early twenties. He calls it a ‘dual leadership’:

A ‘dual leadership’, composed of one man and one woman, emerged in
many of the Jewish undergrounds in the ghettos. The main reason for this
development lay in the family structure of the intimate group in which the



Gender: Writing Women, Writing the Holocaust

male and female youth leaders were viewed by the youngsters as the group’s
‘father’ and ‘mother’. During the war, there was an additional reason:

I omance.46

Ronen points out how the romantic relationship impacted both the camarade-
rie of men and women during the events themselves and the first written works
about the Jewish underground and resistance. A number of women among this
group survived the Holocaust and were the first to set down in writing the history
of the resistance. They played down their role in the historic events in order to
adorn the heroic memory of loved ones. The second generation of authors were
men who did not pay sufficient attention to the women and their unique role.

Therefore, I suggest that a fresh look at the history of the underground and
resistance should be written from a gendered perspective to represent both the
continuity of the traditional self-understanding of men and women during these
years while at the same time to demonstrate how the boundaries between the
sexes were crossed.

Conclusion

In this article I have discussed only some of the issues in which gender analysis
has contributed to a new and nuanced reconstruction of the historical narra-
tive, a contribution that has enriched the description and assisted in under-
standing the historical protagonists as human beings. I have not talked about
major issues that concern women in forced labour camps, such as Skarzysko-
Kamienna in the Radom district, and their particular experiences, or women in
the death camps such as Auschwitz-Birkenau where many women arrived with
their children and were sent directly to their death. This demonstrates that the
scope of leading actors of the historical narrative is broader than is convention-
ally conceived and suggests the application of new dimensions to the historical
account.

Gender analysis is indispensable in social history, especially in the history of
everyday life which must employ the culture and mentality of the society under
study. The fear that gendered analysis would create a hierarchy of suffering or a
ladder of heroism and courage has proved incorrect. It offers a look at the routine
of daily events at extremes and attests that the criticism which maintained that
the introduction of gender into the Holocaust narrative would make the histori-
cal description banal was mistaken. In an effort to understand the life of both the
victims of Nazism and the perpetrators of the Holocaust, a gendered representa-
tion helps us to remember that all historical protagonists were human beings and
part of their own society and culture.
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Yet, the narratives of the perpetrators and victims are substantially different. In
the case of German women who served in the East, the females who were supposed
to present a display of care and nurture according to gender theories were blind
towards the victims. The women who served in the East were immersed in evil and
criminality that was enhanced by ambition, racial perspective and deep dedication
towards the cause of the Reich. Ideology, racism and colonialism overcame what
were considered the feminine characteristics of gentleness and compassion.

The victims also crossed gender boundaries, and often acted inconsistently
with the traditional norms and values of their society. This was manifested in the
rupture of family life and the rifts in the enforced ghetto milieu.

Thus, multifaceted reflections of human nature were unveiled: parental love
and loyalty, fear, betrayal of family members and friends, abuse of authority and
friendship, and the ability to sacrifice and forgive. All emerged out of the unique
human condition during the Holocaust.

In all Holocaust narratives the basic axiom should not be missed: Nazi criminal-
ity was addressed to Jewish men and women because they were identified as Jews
by an arbitrary decision of the Nazi regime. However, this identification did not
alter the fundamental differences between male and female, rich and poor, profes-
sional and non-professional. Women and men followed their path of persecution,
each bearing in their personality their cultural baggage.
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Cinematic Representations of the Holocaust
Cathy S. Gelbin

When the gates of the concentration camps opened, visual documents — photographic
images and documentary film that the Allied film crews took from Auschwitz,
Dachau and Belsen after liberation — played a decisive role in telling the world
what had happened. From the immediate postwar period onwards, Eastern Bloc
countries began to produce a series of feature films thematizing the Holocaust,
with film from the Western side of the Iron Curtain later following suit. Yet
although visual culture played a vital role in disseminating cultural knowledge
about the Nazi atrocities, it has today attained the status of a particularly prob-
lematic medium of Holocaust representation.

Although a number of recent studies have approached the issue of
visual Holocaust representation in more nuanced ways, there exists today no
in-depth study of the key formal markers of Holocaust film beyond existing
explorations of national cinemas. This article, then, will begin to map the
formal innovations and key aesthetic strategies in Holocaust film since the
late 1940s. I will show that, from its very beginnings, Holocaust film has
drawn on particular modes of representation — the metaphor, metonymy and
synecdoche — to account for the problems of understanding and representing
the Holocaust.

I will then argue that a filmic language for Holocaust representation has devel-
oped throughout four major periods linked to discernible thematic and aesthetic
trends in Holocaust film. These are, firstly, Eastern Bloc film between the late
1940s and early 1960s, with East German and Polish film in particular, followed
by, Italian art cinema from the late 1960s to the mid-1970s. Thirdly, from
the mid-1970s into the 1980s, the United States saw the emergence of major
Holocaust films drawing on the classical Hollywood aesthetic. Lastly, a post-
classical aesthetic, a term I borrow from Elefteria Thanouli,! has been dominating
both United States and European films since the mid-1990s.
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In tracing this trajectory, I will show how filmic techniques have moved from
circumventing the direct representation of the gas-chamber atrocities through
metonymic or synecdochic fragmentation towards ever more concerted attempts
to capture the atrocities through the means of subjective realism, an aesthetic mode
throwing up the complexity of visual representation itself. While I will show that
this strategy is not without its own problems, I will highlight its productive feature
in its heightened ability to reinstate the Jewish victims’ stories and agency, and to
mediate the now remote Holocaust experience for the third and fourth generations.

Of course, this brief investigation cannot deliver an exhaustive discussion of
a breadth of films, but instead relies on highlighting the significant features of
Holocaust film through a set of key films produced in the seven decades since the
passing of the historical event. While the Holocaust encompasses a multiplicity
of experiences of persecution, annihilation and sometimes survival that have been
treated in a wide range of films internationally, this short exploration will focus
on the particular body of concentration camp films, since these works bring the
problem of aesthetic Holocaust representation to the fore.

The Discourse on Holocaust Representation

As fictional Holocaust representations in literature and film proliferated, they
drew scholarly attention. From the early 1950s onwards, the German philosopher
and cultural critic Theodor Adorno had turned his attention to the problem of
Holocaust representation in poetry and music. In the most famous of his state-
ments, issued in response to the popular acclaim of Paul Celan’s poem ‘Death
Fugue’ in particular, Adorno contended in his 1949 chapter on ‘Cultural Criticism
and Society’ that ‘to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric. And this corrodes
even the knowledge of why it has become impossible to write poetry today’.?
Adorno included cultural criticism in the problem of culture after Auschwitz for,
as he argued, cultural criticism grew from the same society as the object to which
it responded. The separation of culture from barbarism was thus a construct owed
to ideology, whereas in reality culture and barbarism remain linked.

Yet nowhere did Adorno call for a prohibition of Holocaust poetry or even
art more broadly, as later critics claimed. Rather, he challenged the claims for
post-Holocaust art of a stance somehow untainted by the atrocities of its age,
so that it would not have to account for the great rupture in the discourse of
civilization that the Holocaust presented. In his 1962 chapter ‘Commitment’,
Adorno further elaborated the problem of artistic representation of the Holocaust
itself. Discussing, among other works, the Viennese Jewish composer Arnold
Schénberg’s twelve-tone piece Survivors of Warsaw, Adorno argued that the
human suffering during the Holocaust indeed called for its treatment in art,
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‘no art that avoided the victims could stand up to the demands of justice’. Even
though aesthetic stylization lent the ‘unthinkable’ some transcendent meaning
and lessened its horrors, he further contended, the necessity of art after and about
Auschwitz arose not least from the ongoing repression of the past in Germany in
particular.?

Often misunderstood to have issued a prohibition of art about Auschwitz,
Adorno’s observations on the problem of deriving aesthetic pleasure from the
Holocaust formed the point of departure for a new generation of critics since the
late 1960s. These scholars, foremost George Steiner and Alvin Rosenfeld,* now
stressed the inherent unrepresentability of the Nazis’ camp atrocities that pushed
the limits of understanding even of the survivors themselves. Atrocities of a hitherto
unprecedented and unimaginable scale, they argued, the Nazi crimes did not lend
themselves to mimetic reconstruction. Holocaust art was to account for this histori-
cal event through narrative gaps, ruptures and silences conveying the very inability
to adequately account for this event.

Perhaps because literary scholars dominated most early scholarship on Holocaust
representation, the field tended to reproduce the older cultural bias against film as
a low-culture medium unable to produce the self-reflexivity associated with high
modernism. On the surface level, of course, film indeed emerges as a particularly
problematic means of Holocaust representation, given its potential to close mimetic
gaps particularly to the untrained eye. Heightening the problem of documentary
fiction, the denotative filmic image may resemble physical reality so closely that it
exacerbates the possibility of mistaking filmic representation for reality. To reduce
feature film to this problem, however, does not account for its highly self-referential
aesthetic means, which in contrast shall be examined in this piece.

By the 1980s, ‘realistic’ and ‘authentic’ sources, foremost the survivors’ personal
narratives, had become the privileged medium of Holocaust representation because
they seemed to counteract the problems of fictionalized and aestheticized portray-
als. It was James E. Young’s seminal book Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust
(1988) that broke down this dichotomy, arguing that Holocaust narratives across
autobiographical and fictionalized genres represent each in their own way construc-
tions in need of critical interpretation.’> And yet, the most adamant condemnation
of feature film at large came from Claude Lanzmann, the French director of the
documentary Shoah (1985), who asserted in response to Spielberg’s Schindler’s List
(USA, 1994) that: “The Holocaust is unique particularly in that it surrounds itself
with a circle of flames, which must not be violated, because a certain, absolute
extent of horror cannot be mediated: It is my conviction that whoever does, is
guilty of the worst transgression. Fiction is a transgression, and it is my deepest
conviction that any image is forbidden.”

There can be no doubt that the heated debate around Schindler’s List spawned
concerted efforts of film scholars to explore in a more complex manner the
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possibilities and problems attached to feature film. Pointing to the obvious
parallels between Lanzmann’s interdiction and the biblical prohibition to make
images of the divine, Hansen, for example, critiques the implicit sacralization
of the Holocaust arising from such prohibitions. These, Bratu Hansen argues,
reduce the problem of Holocaust representation to a simplifying dichotomy of
‘showing or not showing — rather than casting it, as one might, an as issue of
competing representations and competing modes of representation’.’”

Although this issue demands further scholarly attention, there exist to date
only two major studies of Holocaust film. Whereas Annette Insdorf’s pioneer-
ing Indelible Shadows (1990) gives a broad overview of the body of international
Holocaust film, Doneson (2002) focuses on Hollywood film. At the same time,
the studies by Koch (1992), Zelizer (2001) and Bathrick ez 2/. (2009) have begun
to theorize Holocaust film beyond Hollywood and in relation to other visual
media.® And yet, the major aesthetic strategies through which Holocaust film has
been addressing the problem of mimesis have remained largely under-examined.

Narrative Ruptures: Metaphor, Metonymy
and Synecdoche

In a 2003 article on Holocaust film, the German film scholar Hanno Loewy
outlined Holocaust film’s use of metonymies and synecdoches to circumvent
the direct representation of the gas-chamber atrocities and thus account for
the problem of Holocaust representation.” While this is undoubtedly true, the
recent emergence of films pushing against these limits of representation calls
for a historicization of this filmic strategy. Although these fragmentary codes of
communicating meaning, which were pioneered in early postwar socialist cinema,
continue to circulate through most Holocaust films, it is foreseeable that they will
become increasingly obsolete.

Until the 1980s, the annihilation of European Jewry played at best a marginal
role in the discourse on the Nazi past on both sides of the Iron Curtain. This,
however, took on a particular twist in the East. Here, the political discourse
favoured political resisters over the Jews, who were conceived as a passive mass
that had failed to resist its destruction.!® At the same time, the Eastern Bloc, in
keeping with its governing antifascist ethos, not only produced an unparalleled
number of highly vivid concentration camp films into the early 1960s, but also
pioneered the use of fragmentary Holocaust images reflecting the ruptures and
silences that Rosenfeld later observed in Holocaust literature.

In these films, metonymies and synecdoches, such as the smoking crematoria
chimneys, the victims’ leftover possessions and the deportation trains, thus com-
monly signified the Nazis’ mass destruction of human lives. Because the partial
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aspects of metonymy and synecdoche resist closure of knowledge, and with it any
total knowledge of the experience of destruction, they produce a fragmentation
visually expressing the narratives gaps that Rosenfeld demanded for appropriate
Holocaust portrayals. While portraying the daily torture of the Auschwitz inmate’s
existence, Wanda Jakubowska’s Polish film 7he Last Stage (1948) abstains from
any direct portrayals of the mass dying. Instead, the camera indicates the mass
destruction process in panning the victims’ spoils — spectacles, prostheses and
suitcases — which refer metonymically to the vast loss of human lives, and through
the synecdochic image of the crematorium at the end of the main camp road.

Andrzej Munk’s Auschwitz-set Passenger (Poland, 1961), which like The Last
Stage was shot on location, similarly conveys the annihilation processes through the
metonymic images of the victims’ remains, for example the empty baby carriages
rolling into the leftover goods depot. Synecdoches are displayed in the cremato-
rium’s smoking chimney and shots of SS men feeding cans of poison gas through
a chute while children, women and men, mostly shown sideways through medium
long shots, passively descend into the building. However, Munk’s refusal to show
full-face shots of Jewish victims in contrast to his political victims potentially
undercuts spectatorial sympathy and identification with the former. Powerful as
these images may be, this cinematic strategy visually reiterates socialist countries’
privileging of anti-Nazi resisters over the racially persecuted, who are also sidelined
in Munk’s plot.

Treating the internment of Greek Jews in a Bulgarian transit camp, Konrad
Wolf’s East German film Stzars (1959) gave the first more detailed filmic account
of the Jews’ persecution. Again, the Auschwitz atrocities are referred to through
a series of metonymies, with the transit camp itself acting as a metonymy for,
in Jakubowska’s term, the ‘last stage’. When the Jews are finally deported on
to their deaths, the train disappears into a tunnel, covered by a cloud of smoke
metonymically invoking the smoke of the Auschwitz crematoria.

From the Classical to Post-Classical Aesthetic

Inspired by the French New Wave’s self-reflexive cinematic style, Szars, also made
important cinematographic innovations within Holocaust film. Wolf gives a first
impression of the transit camp through a series of dramatic camera angles and
pans moving from the objective to the subjective. Zooming out from the close-up
of a church, the camera pans and tilts downwards to offer an extreme long-shot
from a extreme high angle — a take with connotations of omniscience — of the Jews
amassed in an adjacent courtyard. Casting its shadow into the smoke-filled yard
below, the church tower itself seems to metaphorically point to the absent crema-
toria of Auschwitz, a take that seems to point to the Christian origins of modern
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Jew-hatred. Halting for a moment, the camera then zooms into the crowd and
fades into the full-face close-up of a man drinking from a battered tin bowl.

Views of the church, exploring its aspects from varying camera angles, also reflect
the film’s star-crossed German-Jewish couple’s futile search for a future. In so doing,
Stars anticipated the more recent turn in Holocaust film to a subjective or ‘energy’
realism,!! whereby camera movements visualize the protagonists’ emotional states.
It is precisely this cinematographic style that lends the film its emotionally strong
portrayals, even though these are severely marred by Wolf’s sentimentalized invoca-
tion of the stereotypical ‘beautiful Jewess’,'* which both sexualizes the film’s subject
and furthers its narrative of Jewish passivity in the face of destruction.

A similar cinematographic style marks Frank Beyer’s Buchenwald film, Naked
among Wolves (GDR, 1963), although this film, too, sidelines the Jewish victims
in relation to the resisters. Here, the extreme long-shot of the smoking crema-
toria, shown off-centre in fishbowl effect from a high-angled camera position
renders the inmates below ant-like and inconsequential. This distorted image
suggests that the camp atrocities essentially defy representation through the seam-
less aesthetic, which maintains the cinematic reality effect.

At the same time, Western European art cinema was producing a radical break
with the thematic and aesthetic features connoting linearity, stability and knowa-
bility in the classical Hollywood aesthetic. During the late 1960s and mid-1970s,
Italian directors produced as part of this trend a string of highly controversial
films treating Nazism and Italian fascism. Particularly Liliana Cavani’s Night
Porter (Italy, 1974) and Lina Wertmiiller’s Seven Beauties (Italy, 1976) drew
intense criticism for their highly sexualized depictions of the Nazism, which they
cast as a metaphor for the destructive patriarchal conditioning of the heterosexual
relationship. By and large, these films, too, universalized the Nazi victims and
obscured the annihilation of European Jewry.

At the same time, these films furthered the self-reflexive cinematic style that is
now the hallmark of Holocaust film. For example, Cavani’s warped and tilting
images of SS men filming and observing their victims’ sexualized dance and song
performances do not simply replicate, but rather critically expose, the porno-
graphic exploitation of the Holocaust in postwar culture. Such accusation had
come to the fore in the critical response to Gillo Pontecorvo’s 1960 film Kapo.
This film, Jacques Rivette in particular charged, espoused voyeurism in using a
tracking shot to show the suicidal leap of a female camp inmate into the electrical
barbed wire. Another problematic sequence shows the unfolding of heterosexual
romance in the camp latrines.

In contrast, Cavani’s and Wertmiiller’s visual devices of disturbance parody and
undo feature film’s melodramatic conventions, which continue to play a prime
role in the filmic sexualization of the Holocaust. Through these strategies that
invite critical reflection on the act of cultural production as well as consumption,
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Cavani mounts an attack on bourgeois culture itself, which her film implies with
the genesis of both fascism and patriarchal gender power.!?

Yet US-American Holocaust film in the 1980s remained dominated by the
classical Hollywood aesthetic’s seamless visuality, narrative continuity, and spatial
and temporal contiguity. Among the handful of early Hollywood films treating
the Holocaust, such as George Stevens’ The Diary of Anne Frank (USA, 1959)
and Sidney Lumet’s Pawnbroker (USA, 1964), only Fred Zinnemann’s Seventh
Cross (USA, 1944), based on Anna Seghers’ novel of the same title, was set in a
concentration camp. Made, however, before information about the Auschwitz
gas chambers had reached the wider public, the film lacked the ubiquitous signi-
fiers of mass annihilation. Before the 1970s the only US film featuring scenes of
the mass atrocities was Stanley Kramer’s Judgment ar Nuremberg (USA, 1961).
Instead of resorting to metonymy and synecdoche, Kramer implicitly acknowl-
edges feature film’s inability to produce images from these scenes. The film does
thus not attempt to restage the mass dying, but rather refers to the atrocities on
the level of dialogue and by inserting into its narrative original footage taken
during the liberation of the camps.

With Marvin J. Chomsky’s TV mini-series Holocaust (USA, 1978), American
Holocaust film not only came into its own, but dominated the production
of Holocaust films internationally. The first US production to fictionalize the
Holocaust in its extensive facets of deportation, ghettoization and gas-chamber
annihilation, Holocaust traced the story of one assimilated German-Jewish family
from the beginning of ostracism in 1933 to life and death in the Nazi ghettos
and Auschwitz. The programme was broadcast to millions of viewers worldwide,
including in Germany, where it set off the first large-scale public debates on the
destruction of European Jewry. However, the series” limitations due to its TV
format and adherence to the Hollywood aesthetic, which dominated US produc-
tions such as Daniel Mann’s Playing for Time (USA, 1980) and Alan J. Pakula’s
Sophie’s Choice (USA, 1982) into the next decade,!® led most critics to chastise
Holocaust for trivializing the historical events upon which it was based.

Although the film’s aesthetic was indeed largely conventional, Holocaust none-
theless displayed a self-reflexive element in its use of hypermediated imagery to
refer to the gas chambers. Hypermediation occurs when film draws our attention
to the constructed nature of screen images and the spectatorial gaze itself. In one
of Holocaust’s gassing sequences, we see a German observing the scenes of dying
inside through a peephole on the door. Through the peephole’s invocation of the
cinematic gaze, Chomsky suggested that the Holocaust defied the immediacy and
transparency promised by the classical aesthetic. While directly borrowing the
image of the peephole from Hitchcock’s Psycho, a film with its own Holocaust
connotations,'” Holocaust does not then cut to a point-of-view shot depicting
the actual scene behind the artificial eye. Such a tactic would have invoked the
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contention by early film critic Siegfried Kracauer that realist film offered a
protective shield through which the camp atrocities, too terrible to be witnessed
in reality, could be approached.!®

Instead, we see the German shrinking back in shock from what he has beheld,
suggesting that these scenes precisely cannot be imagined through the cinematic
gaze. This logic is repeated even when the camera later follows naked female
inmates inside the gas chamber. As a hissing sound emerges, connoting the release
of gas, the camera quickly cuts from the close-up of the lead protagonist closing
her eyes to an empty black frame. The camera then cuts to a close-up shot of
flames, zooms out from an asphalt cooker and pans to the road construction site
where the woman’s husband is conscripted to forced labour. This shot not only
metonymically invokes the final destruction of the woman’s body in the flames
of the crematoria, but also anticipates her husband’s death which will soon follow
her own.

For his Auschwitz sequence in Schindler’s List (USA, 1994), Steven Spielberg
reshot Holocaust films’ earlier metonymies and synecdoches — the trains, the
smoking chimneys, the peephole and the victims’ silent march into the under-
ground destruction facilities — while also restaging Chomsky’s scene of the women
inside the gas chamber. Here, however, Spielberg set a new trend in abandoning
the classical aesthetic. To describe Schindler’s List's play with a self-reflexive aes-
thetic, Miriam Bratu Hansen employs the term popular modernism, a concept she
coined elsewhere for the utilization of avant-garde film techniques in Hollywood
films since Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane (USA, 1940)."7 My discussion, instead,
draws on Thanouli’s concept of a ‘post-classical” style that emerged in the 1960s
and has come to fruition since the 1990s.

Post-classical cinema, Thanouli argues, cites and rewrites the classical aesthetic
through its heightened character-centred causality and subjective or ‘energy’
realism.'® Through rapid camera movements, extreme lens lengths and editing,
post-classical film translates the protagonists’ emotions into the visual to create a
‘you are there’ feeling. Post-classical hypermediacy, the layering of different media
within one shot, does not destroy the classical unity and closure altogether, but
rather creates windowed representations exposing the constructed and multi-
dimensional nature of the image. Key elements of this cinema are a high degree
of self-reflexivity disrupting the ‘seamless’ cinematic illusion, the multiplicity of
narrative voices and a heightened emphasis on knowability, while — in contrast
to the avant-garde — also maintaining a concerted investment in spectatorial
pleasure.

In particular the shower sequence in Schindler’s List, which again borrows
heavily from the shower in Hitchcock’s Psycho, evinces these post-classical traits.
The fearful facial expressions are translated technically into the fast cutting rate
and the jerky flow of camera movements, which follow and echo the women’s
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panic-stricken reactions. The ‘you are there’ feeling of the shot is further empha-
sized by the camera’s seeming position inside the moving crowd, which places
the spectator directly among the women. The use of wide-angle lenses distorting
the perspectives conveys the horror of the moment, while also undercutting the
naturalizing cinematic effect. The constructed nature of the cinematic gaze is
exposed through the hypermediated image of the peephole, through which the
camera presents a fish-eye’s view of the women inside before it cuts abruptly to a
new position directly inside the room.

Critics were enraged by this sequence, which, by showing explicit details
of female nudity, sexualized and trivialized the Holocaust. By moving inside
what seems to be a gas chamber, Spielberg’s camera on the one hand suggested
that the Holocaust was representable, while it on the other hand powerfully
played into the hands of Holocaust deniers when the showerheads really do
turn out to release water. And yet, we can see the latter narrative choice as
another metonymic reference to what Spielberg, too, obviously deems to be
unrepresentable.

Taking its aesthetic cues from Spielberg’s shower scene and its title from Primo
Levi’s final book, Tim Blake Nelson’s The Grey Zone (USA, 2001) went a decisive
step further. Determined to show it all, this film is set entirely inside one of the
Jewish Special Commando units that processed the dead bodies at the Auschwitz-
Birkenau crematoria. Through tilted camera levels and by constantly switching
between wide-angle, telephoto and normal lenses, Nelson achieves a sense of
constantly changing perspectives ranging from visual estrangement to connoting
the horrible normality that the Special Commando unit’s “work” took on. Like
other films of this type, 7he Grey Zone is further built on a multitude of narrative
levels adding to classical camera and character focalization,'? such as the host of
protagonists between whom the story constantly switches, as well as the invocation
of Primo Levi’s and Miklés Nyiszli’s memoirs,*
over of a young Jewish girl murdered in the course of the film.

Through these means the film edges from fragmented and synecdochic images
of the processing of dead bodies inside the crematorium to a close anatomy of
the destruction process. An initial shot of the furnace room yields only partial
images of the action inside, which is largely obscured by the back of an inmate
carrying a dead body through a door bearing a no-entry sign. In combination
with the fragmented view of the room inside, the sign functions as a symbolic
reminder of the interdiction against Holocaust imagery. In its course, however,
the film increasingly pushes beyond the now familiar Holocaust metonymies and
synecdoches that form the received boundaries of Holocaust representation in
feature films. Instead, 7he Grey Zone piles up ever more explicit images of human
bodies in all stages of the destruction process. These culminate in a young girl’s
hypermediated memory of her gassing, which the film presents through a filtered

non-diegetic titles and the voice-
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normal-lens close-up,”! and the grotesquely wide-angled shot of three naked
female corpses with sagging breasts and bellies, propped up against a bench so
that the Special Commando men can extract the teeth and hair of the gassed.
These misogynistic ‘house of horror’ connotations, which are reinforced by the
men’s conversation among bushels of hair hanging from a drying line above, are
among the most problematic moments in the film.

Foremost, such graphic detail begs the question of its necessity. In other words,
do such details tell us anything about the essence of the Holocaust that is worth
knowing? Or is such understanding more readily furthered by the metonymic
images of absence and loss, such as when a Christian child in Imre Gydngydssy
and Barna Kabay’s film Job’s Revolr (Hungary, 1983) views the Jewish deportees’
lost track marks in the empty Hungarian landscape? It seems to me that the
merits of post-classical Holocaust film lie not so much in what it shows, but in
the way in which it exposes its own workings. This strategy seems to come closest
to Adorno’s insistence that, rather than being silenced altogether, Holocaust art
must reflect on itself to account for the problem of representation.

This strategy also informs Lajos Koltai’s international co-production Fareless
(Hungary/Germany/UK/Israel, 2005), which makes explicit its aesthetic sensibil-
ity in relation to the Holocaust. Fateless presents one of the most sensitive and
complex filmic treatments of the Holocaust to date. The film, based on the Nobel
Prize winner Imre Kertész’s autobiographically inspired novel of the same title,
follows the deportation of a fourteen-year-old Jewish boy, Gyuri, from his native
Budapest and his survival of the Auschwitz and Buchenwald camps. Fateless is
composed in the vein of post-classical subjective realism throughout, as well as this
aesthetic’s multiple narrative voices and pulsating cinematography and editing.
In one key sequence of telephoto lens close-ups, for example, we see the non-
religious Gyuri observing other men swaying in prayer during roll call, with the
focus changing abruptly from one praying inmate’s face to that of Gyuri. Breaking
the 180-degree continuity rule, according to which the camera must remain on
the same side of the action, we then see Gyuri starkly focused from the other side,
imitating the prayer sound against the silent atheists who are left blurry behind
him. These shifting camera perspectives and positions transmit not only Gyuri’s
fading powers of consciousness during the torturous hours of roll-call, but also
bring into focus and validate the uniqueness of each inmate’s experience beyond
fixed notions of authenticity.

This dreamlike sequence has a strange beauty reiterated later in the moment of
Gyuri’s near death, as he lies on the ground among a litter of bodies. In a point-
of-view shot, we then see Gyuri’s vision of the sky suddenly opening up to reveal a
bright light streaming through the clouds. This image seems to announce Gyuri’s
imminent death or perhaps some divine revelation which, however, does not
occur. We may read this image as a symbol of God’s silence during the Holocaust
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and the empty search for its meaning. This beauty, then, has no divine or rational
meanings except to stand on its own, as an integral part of the human experience.
Gyuri’s voiceover epilogue thus quotes from Kertész’s novel in asserting that
‘there’s nothing too unimaginable to endure’ and that ‘even beside the chimneys
in the pause between torments there was something similar to happiness’. Because
of the camera’s subjective realism throughout the film, this assertion is validated as
one individual’s experience of the Holocaust that cannot be generalized or claimed
by the spectator. What makes Gyuri’s statement all the more poignant in its pos-
sible limitation is that it comes from a boy just on the threshold to adolescence,
who we assume has not yet possessed his full cognitive capabilities in the camp.

Subjective realism in Fateless comes to the fore when the deadly ill Gyuri is
lifted from a litter of bodies on to a cart taking him towards the crematorium,
and when what seems to be his final journey is again portrayed through a series
of shifting camera perspectives and positions. In a high-angled, wide-lens crane
shot the camera first sweeps along with the cart’s movement between two barbed-
wire fences. In the background, we see camp life carrying on as some inmates sit
before a barracks, while a gate opens in the opposite direction to let an empty
cart back into the camp. Against classical continuity, a tracking shot then zooms
into a telephoto close-up of Gyuri on the other side of the cart, which is now
moving towards the opposite side of the frame. As Gyuri gazes directly into the
camera — a shot suggesting that we are looking directly into his mind — the flat-
tening telephoto effect seems nearly to superimpose the cart’s spinning wheel on
Gyuri’s face behind. We may read this image as a symbol of Gyuri’s waning life.
The passing wheel, however, partially bars Gyuri’s eyes from our vision, suggest-
ing that this experience cannot be fully mediated through the camera.

Albeit not seen through the wheel, the next image seems to present us with a
point-of-view shot of inmates behind the fence carrying a large cauldron of soup,
for when the camera cuts back to Gyuri’s face behind the turning spokes, we hear
him murmuring ‘carrot soup’. The multifaceted disruption of classical continu-
ity in this sequence in terms of breaking the 180-degree rule and the reversal of
direction within the frame, as well as through discontinuous frame composition,
connote the intermediate space between life and death that Gyuri inhabits in that
moment. Buchenwald did not have a gas chamber, but for Gyuri, who had been
sent here from Auschwitz, the showerhead under which he is then placed con-
notes his imminent gassing. In a point-of-view shot, the camera traces his fearful
gaze by zooming into a spiralling extreme close-up of the showerhead above.

This image is disrupted by the startling roar of the showers, which begins while
Gyuri still contemplates the ceiling. The lag that occurs before we are shown
the powerful splash of the showers connotes Gyuri’s delayed understanding that
within his frame of experience, where death forms normality, something abnor-
mal has occurred. When the boy is taken away from the shower room, the film
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again reiterates the aberrational nature of this survival. As Gyuri is carried hang-
ing over the shoulder of another inmate, the camera shifts into an upside-down
perspective to present a tracking point-of view shot. As the camera pans from the
smoking crematorium chimney to an upturned pile of dead bodies, the transposed
face of a dead young man briefly emerges in sharp focus. In so doing, Fareless
seems to invoke Primo Levi’s assertion in 7he Drowned and the Saved that ‘we, the
survivors, are not the true witnesses’ because ‘unlike the drowned’, the survivors
‘did not touch bottom. Those who did so, have not returned to tell about it’.*2

Conclusion

By utilizing Thanouli’s concept of a recent post-classical aesthetic in cinema more
broadly, this piece has proposed that post-1990s Holocaust film is increasingly
moving beyond metonymy and synecdoche, which earlier film-makers used to
account for their sense of the filmic unrepresentability of the Holocaust. In the
vein of post-classical film more generally, film-makers’ edging toward unmitigated
representation of the gas-chamber atrocities has instead stressed the inherent
knowability of the Holocaust, albeit through a self-reflexive style exposing the
cinematic gaze and the constructedness of its images. In so doing recent films
deliberately disrupt the mystification and sacralization of the Holocaust that arose
from critics’ prohibition against making fictional images from this event.

The overall trajectory of a filmic language for the Holocaust suggests that there
is no inherently appropriate mode to represent the atrocities. Rather, the emer-
gence of these styles signifies the particular political-cultural conditions, discursive
junctures and generational changes framing the creation of these films. The chang-
ing styles of Holocaust film suggest that, no matter how nuanced and sensitive,
there is no one aesthetic sensibility that will remain set in stone, but rather that the
needs and modes to account for this past will remain in constant flux.

Of course, these ever more detailed images of the mass destruction process have
very little to tell to the Holocaust scholar who has studied the close historical
details of the Nazi genocide. To impart accurate historical knowledge, however,
cannot be the sole function of art, even where we hold it accountable to a certain
factuality. Rather, these films fulfil a set of broader functions for the third and
now fourth generation after the Holocaust. The only recourse that the genera-
tions born after the Holocaust have to this event is to resort to mediated images,
and this condition is essentially reflected in the self-reflexive cinematic style that
draws to attention the very act of mediation.

The cinematic gaze resulting from this is aesthetic is, however, by no means dis-
tant. By throwing into question classical cinema’s totalizing narrative authority and
its suggestion of the spectator’s voyeuristic control over the image, the post-classical
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aesthetic has enabled film-makers to closely approach the Nazi victims’ subjective
experience and with it also their often-denied agency. What this gaze, with its
effects of visual dislocation, at the same appropriately registers is that the victims’
experiences are not the spectator’s own, but that they are indeed emotionally and
cognitively traceable. The powerful empathy that these films invoke for the victims’
stories must not be underestimated in the seventh decade after the Holocaust. After
the fall of the Iron Curtain and the events following 9/11, the Holocaust as a defin-
ing moment in Western history is increasingly receding into the background.

The post-classical emphasis on knowability through the means of subjective
realism has aided Holocaust film in effectively countering the diminishing tem-
poral and personal proximity of the historical event. At the same time, the new
sense of the Holocaust’s knowability arises from our now ingrained knowledge
of the modernity’s genocidal potential. Despite the partial postwar restoration of
Western self-consciousness and its narratives of progress, the Holocaust can thus
no longer rupture the Western consciousness to the extent that it did in 1945.
In the case of Holocaust film, post-classical cinema’s emphasis on the continuity
of styles thus reflects the sense of historical continuity three generations after the
event. For better or for worse, the Holocaust no longer forms an aberration in
the Western awareness, but an integral part of the West’s understanding of its
history, which our means of representation can gradually approach.
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Sociology

Marcel Stoetzler

[W]e can hold our industrial and technological civilization responsible for the
camps, not because any spectacular industrial measures were required to

carry out the mass murders and bring about suffering of boundless proportions
(in Germany, these measures amounted to little more than gunpowder, poison
and fire ...) but because a technological mentality invaded the human world as
well ... In his time, Rousseau already noticed this development, which is why
his vision of humanity is so filled with despair: ‘Iron and wheat civilized men,’ he
writes, ‘and ruined the human race’.’

Sociology and Holocaust Writing — Discuss?

Where to start? The subject at hand seems to give us at least two different tasks:
the more obvious would be to explore what sociologists have written about
the Holocaust. Some sociologists, or social scientists, have been concentration
camp inmates and have written about it; this could be an obvious starting point.
The most famous of these is probably Bruno Bettelheim (a psychologist, rather
than a sociologist, although by training he was a philosopher, as were many
sociologists in his generation; the disciplinary divisions were then still enviably
porous; see Chapter 7 for a discussion of Bettelheim).> Then there have been
sociologists, social scientists and social theorists who were Jewish, or whom at
least the Nazis would have categorized as such, who lived when it happened and
who wrote about the Holocaust. The most prominent group of these are a group
of Marxists that is usually dubbed the ‘Frankfurt School’ (they could be called
‘independent’ or ‘non-orthodox’ Marxists as most of them were not members
of any communist or other workers’ party), who were also deeply influenced
by psychoanalysis (that other ‘Jewish science’, in the opinion of antisemites).
Their ‘critical theory” is the only sociological tradition that made antisemitism
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and the Holocaust a centrepiece of its analysis, and had tremendous influence
in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, when the foundations of today’s Holocaust dis-
courses were laid. Thirdly, there were a string of other sociologists contributing to
this theme, working within the more established or mainstream theoretical para-
digms of sociology. By far the most significant figure here is Zygmunt Bauman,
whose book Modernity and the Holocaust — first published in 1989 — is probably
today for most people the defining statement on sociology and the Holocaust
(see below).

So much for our first, more obvious, task. As for the second task, we need
to halt a moment and wonder what ‘sociology’ means. Up to this point, we have
taken for granted that sociology is an academic discipline and that sociologists
are people who are employed as sociologists in sociology departments (or some-
times in ‘neighbouring’ disciplines, including history). However, one of the most
famous texts of that discipline states as its main point that all members of modern
societies are sociologists because we all are constantly, every single moment
of our lives, required to make use of what the author, C. Wright Mills, called
The Sociological Imagination: basically, we have to put ourselves in other peoples’
shoes in order to anticipate whether, let’s say, they will hit us or kiss us during
the next moment, a complicated task that requires us all to have command of a
complex, namely ‘sociological’, knowledge of the society we inhabit.” Given this
definition of sociology, our assigned question could also be answered by examin-
ing what kind of implicir sociology shapes the Holocaust writings of just anyone,
not just those of sociologists. Historians, too, for example, whether they know
it or not, ‘are’ sociologists, certainly in that wider sense just described, and often
indeed quite specifically as they draw on, and map out, their own thinking and
writing with the help of (explicit) social theory. The principal example is that of
Raul Hilberg, one of the most significant historians of the Holocaust (although
he is actually a political scientist, a student of Franz Neumann, a member of the
above-mentioned ‘Frankfurt School’).?

The Holocaust: How, What and Why

All writings about the Holocaust address one or several of the three questions,
‘what?, ‘how?” and ‘why?’ To be precise, though, ‘why’ in turn refers to either
‘what’ or ‘how’ (why did happen what happened, and why did it happen how it
happened), which leaves us with this set of questions: what happened, including
who did what to whom, and why; and how did it happen, how was it possible,
and why. Put simply, these strands of enquiry (when formulated in the mode of
asking ‘why’) boil down to, on the one hand, ‘why the Jews, why exterminate
them, why the — ordinary or not so ordinary — Germans as perpetrators, etc.?’, and
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on the other hand, ‘why concentration camps, gas chambers, trains, ramps, why
Einsatzkommandos (the mobile killing squads), why bystanders, etc.?” Those who
have worked on more recent discussions based on the ‘what’ questions seem mostly
to be found amongst those who are dubbed ‘intentionalists’ (those who hold that
the Nazis and their companions in crime intended to kill all Jews, everywhere, at
any price, and deliberately chose to commit the Holocaust), whereas those who
ask ‘how’ tend to be amongst the ‘structuralists’ (those who believe the Holocaust
was not exactly, literally, intended but gradually emerged out of the structures and
dynamics of the National Socialist regime as a whole). This is strange because those
who ask ‘what’ are inevitably centrally concerned with antisemitism, which is an
ideology, a worldview or a set of beliefs, perhaps even something akin to a religion,
and from a sociological perspective, ideologies, worldviews, religions and so on are
at least as much part of the structures of any given society as they are aspects of an
individual’s, or a group of individuals’, inzentions. The more one thinks about these
issues seriously, i.e. conceptually, one will inevitably come to the conclusion that
this conceptual dichotomy is not terribly useful, and indeed most historians of
the Holocaust nowadays will claim that the intentionalist/structuralist dichotomy
has been overcome.

The whole distinction between ‘structure’ and ‘intention’, so commonplace in
historians’ debates, is itself already the reflection of a piece of sociological theory:
sociologists would typically address this particular conceptual distinction as the
problem of ‘structure and agency’, and it is at the very heart of their discipline.’
If we define sociology as the ‘science’, in the sense of Wissenschafi — sustained
methodical enquiry — of society, then we are saying nothing more than that this
new science committed itself to the exploration of the breathtaking, revolutionary
discovery in the nineteenth century of a new constellation in which the agency
of individual human beings was constrained, framed and directed, not by other
individual human beings — their masters or groups of masters — but by structures
and patterns that are intangible, invisible, but #here: some ‘thing’ out there that
exists of nothing more than the combined actions — the agency — of all members of
society, but still is more than simply the sum of those actions.!? It is a mysterious,
abstract, but real ‘thing’, this society, of which sociology is the science. Patterns of
thought, including prejudices, ideologies, religions and so on, as they have a part
in directing people’s actions, are very much part of that mysterious structure that
goes by the name of ‘society’. Any sociology that is worth its salt tries to ration-
alize this mysterious ambiguity as the ‘dialectic’ between structure and agency:
society is constituted by the actions of individuals, but the individuals — what
they do, think, love, eat, play, adore — are in turn constituted by society. This is
the modern situation. (Beware of sociologies — explicit ones in sociology books or
implicit ones elsewhere — that pretend to offer a resolution to this dialectic: there
cannot be one, at least not this side of the end of history.) As the Holocaust is an
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event of the modern era (for some, 7he modern event), the acting, thinking and
so on of its perpetrators, as also its victims and those all-important ‘bystanders’,
must be looked at with the structure/intention dialectic always at the back of one’s
mind. (Although almost inevitably any one author or scholar will deal with the
one more or better than with the other ....)!!

The Extreme Point of an Irrational Reality

After this brief attempt to outline the first of the two terms in the title of our
assignment — sociology — let us move on to the Holocaust. I would like to begin
with a rather unexpected example of sociological accounts of, or references to,
the Holocaust. Henri Lefebvre (1901-91), an unorthodox French Marxist (he
was expelled from the Communist Party in 1958), published in 1947 the first
volume of his hugely influential Critique of Everyday Life. A book of that title
would not necessarily be anyone’s first port of call in search for an analysis of
that decidedly non-everyday event, the Holocaust, and yet Lefebvre turns to
Auschwitz in a crucial passage in the last section of this book.!? Lefebvre quotes
survivor reports, in particular those by David Rousset'? and Pelagia Lewinska,'*
and contemporary commentary, looking for an answer to the question, “What
is Auschwitz?’ He asserts that the camps were not just extermination camps
because ‘it would have been easier to shoot the detainees en masse’,!> but
neither were they work camps because the ‘amount of work produced is insig-
nificant’. One statement he picks up maintains that the camps are ‘Ubuesque’,
‘a nightmarish Kafka-esque world where everything seems organized according
to some implacable, rigid, rational mind; but which one? Since everything here
is unnatural, dehumanised, mad, manic’.!® Another one states: “What had given
the impression of disorder was premeditated, what appeared to be ignorance was
subtlety.”!” And he quotes Rousset: ‘But the fact that this universe of concentra-
tion camps exists is not unimportant for the meaning of the universe of ordinary
people’.'8

Lefebvre goes beyond these contemporary accounts by asserting that there are
no separate universes: ‘the absurd and the rational coexist’ in ‘scientific barbarity .
The ‘feeling of absurdity’ is merely pushed to an extreme in the camps, but it is
‘the most constant of feelings underlying everyday life’ for ‘us men of Paris or
Toulouse, New York or Thilisi’. ‘In factories, government offices, courts of law,
barracks, or simply in cities, an implacable mechanism is at work’, the manifesta-
tion of an ‘irrational reality’ and ‘dehumanized Rationality’.?”

He says that it is significant that contemporary commentators used references
from literature (such as Alfred Jarry’s proto-absurdist play Ubu King; Franz Kafka’s
works) to describe the extreme terror of the camps, but by doing so they miss
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the important point that Kafka’s ‘universe’ is not ‘intended to be extraordinary’:
according to Kafka, modern man as such is ‘tragically controlled’ by the unity of
absurdity and reason. To understand this world one must ‘abandon the illusions
created by moral doctrines’ and that of ‘beneficial Reason and a fully realized
individuality’.?® (Lefebvre has on his mind, of course, Marx’s argument in
Das Kapital that the modern ensemble of fetishized social relations, epitomized
in commodity fetishism, creates a topsy-turvy world, but different versions of
the same basic idea, which Lefebvre himself designated as ‘tragic’, permeate
most strands of classical sociological theory: Ferdinand Ténnies, Georg Simmel,
Max Weber.) In the modern world, individuality is not realized, reason is not
beneficial and morality does not rule. All this is normal, everyday experience, as
witnessed by a range of writers from Marx to Kafka and Jarry. Auschwitz is just’
an extreme case, in the same sense that the ‘universe’ created by Kafka’s writings
is ‘just’ an extrapolation of everyday life. In the words of the survivor, Lewinska:
‘I can only admire the skill with which the Germans had introduced the modern
science of man into the way they organized life in the camp ... They consciously
created a jungle where brutal egoism, trickery, the lack of all deference towards
anyone physically weaker, stifled any sense of human solidarity’.?! Lefebvre con-
cludes: This jungle ‘represented a condensed social image of the Third Reich’,
which in turn merely constituted a condensed image of everyday life in the
modern world.?

Many will — quite rightly — feel the danger here that the specificity, the
uniqueness of the Holocaust, disappears as just another instance of a truly grand
narrative and indeed, as sociologists are specialists of the generic, they do run
this risk. They do not necessarily have to succumb to it, though: the sociological
perspective ought to construe the uniqueness of the Holocaust as the unique-
ness of the uniquely exemplary, which means it is exemplary by virtue of being
unique, extreme, a vanishing point that indicates its perspectivity: exemplary but
not normal; and it is by virtue of being exemplary in this specific sense that its
uniqueness gains its monumental relevancy in the first place. (This is also the
sense of Yehuda Bauer’s critique of Elie Wiesel’s insistence on the incomprehen-
sibility of the Holocaust.)?® Just as we read Jarry and Kafka because we ‘feel” that
they communicate to us something of relevance for how we understand ourselves
and the society that we form and inhabit, so we study the Holocaust: it gets at us
because it is uniquely exemplary. In other words: it matters. Teachers and other
authorities of education, the culture industry and the state are likely to do more
damage than good when they demand we study the Holocaust as if this was a
duty, or to make us feel good about the fact that we are not as bad as the Nazis.
It is the sociological dimension, pivoted on reflection on the problem of structure
and agency in modern society, that lends our studying a moral value, namely
insofar as the Kantian imperative of ‘dare to make use of your critical capacities’
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is nowadays, after Auschwitz, connected to the moral imperative that one must
act in such ways that no further Auschwitz may happen.?*

The Never Again Auschwitz Moment

The history of (Western) sociology in the twentieth century (like the history of
most other things, too, in that period) was shaped by the shift from the Second
World War (against Hitler and National Socialism) to the Cold War (against
Stalin and ‘socialism in one country’, and then in a few more countries). The fact
that antisemitism was central to National Socialism (but, by comparison, rather
peripheral to Stalinism) was, to the extent that Western social sciences enrolled
in the war effort of the Anti-Hitler-coalition, duly reflected in social scientific
attention to antisemitism and the Holocaust in the 1940s and still the 1950s.
Accordingly, this attention was eclipsed when the focus shifted: it was only for a
short historical moment that Western democracy and liberal values were defined
in terms of Never Again Auschwitz. Even survivors found an audience, briefly. For
the duration of the Cold War, though, the topic was very much at the bottom
of the agenda (except amongst some groups, mostly of the non-Stalinist left) and
re-emerged in the 1980s, and especially since 1989. In the context of sociology as
an academic discipline, it is probably fair to say that a curriculum that is primarily
about modernization theory and the search for the most effective path to world-
wide industrial-capitalist ‘development’ (as in the 1950s and 1960s) is hardly able
to accommodate a matter that cannot but destroy any naive optimism about the
benign character of (“Western’) progress and civilization.

What was produced in that short historical moment before the Cold War
made itself felt, though, is most exciting and full of scholarly innovation. A not
insignificant part of this story is the interaction between the ‘Frankfurt School’
(a group of émigré, mostly Jewish, Marxists) and progressive, liberal sociology
in the United States. (Presumably, there have not been too many periods when
the Office of Strategic Studies or its successor organisation, the CIA, employed
Marxist philosophers like Herbert Marcuse to advise them on how they should
deal with their enemies.)?

During the Second World War and the immediate postwar period research
on the Holocaust and on antisemitism did not constitute separate discourses;
it was generally taken for granted that the Holocaust was an extreme expression
of antisemitism, and likewise that antisemitism was a phenomenon that could
result in events like the Holocaust. The ‘what’ and ‘why’ (as opposed to the
‘how’) of the Holocaust was studied through the study of antisemitism.?® The
‘structural” approach that would study the Holocaust with little or no attention to
antisemitism emerged later as a (temporary) reaction against this initial consensus.
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At the same time, antisemitism was generally seen as a particular form of ideology,
worldview, mentality or mental pattern, often ‘prejudice’, which in turn was usu-
ally seen as somehow related to society. It is in explaining how ‘prejudice’, ideology
or mentality would have been linked to society that theoretical and disciplinary
approaches differed. Social psychologists and psychoanalysts, for example, would
often take account of society in highly sophisticated ways. For this the contribu-
tions in Ernst Simmel’s edited volume Anti-Semitism, A Social Disease of 1946 are
exemplary.?’

Critical Theory in American Exile

The most significant and innovative work in the area of theoretically informed
empirical social-scientific research on antisemitism and the Holocaust resulted from
the cooperation between the émigré scholars of the (‘Frankfurt School’) Institute
of Social Research (AJC founded in Frankfurt am Main, Germany, in 1924 as an
independent Marxist research institute) and two Jewish institutions in the United
States, the American Jewish Committee (AJC founded 1906) and the Jewish
Labor Committee (JLC, founded 1934).?% Apart from large quantities of unpub-
lished but nevertheless influential material (especially the study ‘Antisemitism
among American Labour’) and Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno’s more
philosophical work Dialectic of Enlightenment (including the key text ‘Elements of
Antisemitism’), this cooperation resulted in the five-volume Studies in Prejudice,
which remained for decades the most comprehensive and influential interdiscipli-
nary body of work on antisemitism and the Holocaust. Two other publications
that were foundational texts in their respective disciplines were published by key
members of the Institute just after they ceased being members: Erich Fromm’s
Escape from Freedom (1941) and Franz Neumann’s Behemoth (1942). Paul
Massing and Karl August Wittfogel also published novels about their imprison-
ment in concentration camps, which contain key insights that would reappear in
their scholarly work.?> Also one of the most influential interdisciplinary edited
volumes on antisemitism belongs into this context: Jews in a Gentile World, The
Problem of Anti-Semitism, (1942) edited by Isacque Graeber (a research associate at
the Institute) and Steuart Henderson Britt, which contained, for example, Talcott
Parsons’ (strongly Durkheimian) text, ‘Sociology of Modern Anti-Semitism’.%°
While Parsons found fascism in the United States unlikely, trade unions and
many on the American left were, at the end of the war, seriously concerned about
this possibility. ‘Antisemitism among American Labour’ was a large-scale qualitative
content analysis (involving 270 volunteer interviewers, who were workers)?! that was
to establish whether American workers would ‘prove a stronger bulwark against totali-
tarianism’ than European workers had been.?” It was also the first study that looked
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at the effects of the Holocaust on antisemitism in the United States.>> The study
confirmed that reports about the Holocaust had led to an increase in the intensity of
antisemitism.>* The most interesting finding is perhaps that a verbal commitment to
democracy tended to restrain antisemitic sentiments, but could not be relied upon as
a defence against fascism. Massing distinguishes ‘the democratic stereotype’ and phi-
losemitism from ‘critical ability to reflect’: “Transition from old-fashioned prejudice
to streamlined pogrom is facilitated by thinking in stereotypes. In modern, techno-
logically disciplined society, ideas, notions, slogans again and again impressed upon
the human mind by constant repetition leave a permanent imprint, grow rigid and
inflexible ... The individual no longer makes his mind work on actual experience.”®

In this, the labour study is related to a central point made by Horkheimer and
Adorno in Dialectic of Enlightenment (see below).

The Bestseller: The Authoritarian Personality

The most widely known volume of Studies in Prejudice was The Authoritarian
Personality, co-authored by Adorno, Else Frenkel-Brunswik, Daniel J. Levinson
and R. Nevitt Sanford and three further collaborators (1950).%° In his preface,
Max Horkheimer states that the aim of the study was to ‘contribute directly to
an amelioration of the cultural atmosphere in which hatred breeds’; the mere
‘propaganda of tolerance’ or the ‘apologetic refutation of errors and lies’ cannot
tackle the problem of ‘the position of minorities in modern society’.”” The great
relevance of Freudian psychoanalysis is that it pointed to ‘the suppression of
children’ and ‘brought about a revolution in the relation between parents and
children’, that is a key contribution to the change of the ‘cultural atmosphere’.?8

The central theme of the work is a relatively new concept — the rise of an
“anthropological” species we call the authoritarian type of man. In contrast
to the bigot of the older style he seems to combine the ideas and skills which
are typical of a highly industrialized society with irrational or anti-rational
beliefs. He is at the same time enlightened and superstitious, proud to be an
individualist and in constant fear of not being like all the others, jealous of
his independence and inclined to submit blindly to power and authority.*

The ‘authoritarian personality’ is that of ‘the potential fascist’.*” The study is
based on the principal discovery by Massing in the labour study that an individual’s
political, economic and societal convictions form an encompassing and coherent
mental pattern, a ‘mentality’ that ‘is expressive of hidden traits of the individual’s
character structure’.*! Adorno writes that economic motivation and interests of
the individual cannot explain his or her antisemitism, but societal totality (that
is understood to be primarily determined by a mode of production) ‘affects all
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human relationships and even the innermost composition of the individual’. The
autonomy of the individual (that had been growing in a free-market economy,
where individuals all the time make their own decisions) is replaced by submissive
and conformist behaviour, ‘in line with the economic tendency towards gradual
disappearance of the free market and the adaptation of man to the slowly emerging
new condition’.%? In these terms, ‘critical theory’ theorized the modern ‘species’ of
men who would be the perpetrators and bystanders of the Holocaust.

‘Elements of Antisemitism’

The now most famous statement of the Frankfurt School’s analysis of antisemitism
and the Holocaust is ‘Elements of Antisemitism. Limits of Enlightenment’, con-
tained in Dialectic of Enlightenment. In this text Horkheimer and Adorno (and
Leo Lowenthal, co-author of parts of it) draw their conclusions from the empiri-
cal work that the Institute had done and was still doing at the time, and mediate
these with an impressive interdisciplinary literature pertinent to various aspects of
the subject.”® ‘Elements of Antisemitism’ is thus a highly condensed summary of
a whole set of arguments.** The student unfamiliar with the authors’ particular
brand of Freudo-Marxism is recommended to study some of the surrounding
literature first, such as the contributions in the edited volumes by Simmel (1946)
and Graeber (1942),5 perhaps also Sartre (1946) who makes a not dissimilar
argument,46 and then to face the music.

One of the main lines of argument goes roughly as follows.?” It sets out from the
observation how stupid antisemitism is: “The Jewish middleman totally becomes
the image of the devil only since economically he has practically ceased to exist’, the
central paradox that makes it practically impossible to argue against antisemitism.
Horkheimer and Adorno silently presuppose that still in the nineteenth century
it might have been just about plausible to believe that ‘the Jews’ as a collective
had certain characteristics or did certain things, but in the twentieth century
(both in the German Nazi and the American democratic context) antisemitism
is only conceivable as a symptom of the destruction of the capability to think.
Amongst the actual terms they use to describe the latter are ‘loss of experience’,
‘ticket thinking’ (a metaphor that refers to ballot papers on which a person ticks
one box but votes for a whole ‘ticket’, i.e. a set of items or a list of candidates) and
thinking in stereotypes: “The loss of experience that manifests itself in ticket think-
ing has rendered inoperative those “elements of antisemitism” that once derived
from experience, but the same ticket thinking now mobilises them anew.” This
mechanism can explain ‘the empty, impenetrable character’ of the most modern
form of antisemitism: it is the antisemitism of individuals whose psychology ‘lets
itself and its contents be constructed exclusively by synthetic schemes’ as provided
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wholesale and prét-a-porter by society, under exclusion of genuine experience.®

This accounts for the lack of antisemitic enthusiasm: the antisemite gives ‘a help-
ing hand only when his role as employee of party or Zyklon gas factory call on him
to do so’.

This argument implies that before the question ‘where does antisemitism
come from?’, another question needs to be answered, namely, ‘where does this
specifically modern form of stupidity come from?’; the answer is, basically, that
capitalism makes stupid: ‘the basis of the development which leads to ticket
thinking, is the universal reduction of all specific energy to the one, identical,
abstract form of labour from the battlefield to the [film] studio’. The text ends on
a moderately optimistic tone: ‘Enlightenment itself, having come into its own and
thereby turning into a force, could break through the limits of Enlightenment.”#

The principal ‘limit’ of the Enlightenment is here understood to be the fact that
it comes in the form of liberalism, based on the capitalist mode of production and
the national state; really existing liberalism has to ensure that capitalism and its
associated political forms (nation, state) remain unchallenged, and can therefore
not be interested in the unlimited development of everyone’s mental and intel-
lectual capacities: liberalism will not remedy capitalism-induced stupidity, and
thereby helps along antisemitism, amongst other similarly absurd things. It is in
this specific sense that civilization destroys itself.

The question, why are #he Jews the victims, is being answered on two levels. For
one, this is because they came to symbolize the progress of civilization without
ever actually having enjoyed any of the power and security that come with being
part of the class that is in charge and the beneficiary of civilization. Secondly, it is
because Jews developed the concept of God that has been central to the progress
of civilization, and whose displacement by its Christianized version has been
equally central to the corruption of the concept of civilization: the Hebrew God
signifies emancipation of Geisz, spirit, from nature but also its distance from it,
while the Christian God corrupts the Geist's emancipation by giving it a human
mediator. The conflict between these two antagonistic concepts of the divine
remains central to the process of civilization.

Zygmunt Bauman: Reinventing Holocaust Sociology

The extremely fruitful period of the 1940s and early 1950s failed to usher in a
continuous tradition of progressive, interdisciplinary, theoretically driven empiri-
cal social research on the Holocaust, although the theme and its main problem,
the modernity of the Holocaust, never totally disappeared.’® The book that
brought this question into focus in a popular form, the now most widely refer-
enced book on the subject, is Zygmunt Bauman’s Modernity and the Holocaust.>!



Sociology

It stated forcefully that the Holocaust cannot be treated as a mere relapse into
barbarity.”? The most beautifully written part of the book is the short eighth
chapter — ‘Afterthought: Rationality and Shame’ — that would probably be the
best place to start reading. At stake here is the admission, ‘I am not sure how
I would react to a stranger knocking on my door and asking me to sacrifice myself
and my family to save his life’.>® The National Socialist state constituted a system
in which ‘the rationality of survival’ rendered ‘all other motives of human action
irrational’ so that ‘reason was the enemy of morality’.> The sub-discipline that
Bauman operates in here is the sociology of morality.

A concise summary of the argument can be gathered from a speech Bauman
delivered on acceptance of a major prize for Modernity and the Holocaust, added
as an appendix to the paperback edition of 1992.> The second chapter provides
a useful account of the literature on antisemitism (notably absent from Bauman’s
discourse, though, are critical theory, as discussed above, and psychoanalysis). The
third chapter is pivoted on the concept of racism. Bauman proposes an extremely
narrow definition of the term, stating that ‘racism comes into its own only in the
context of a design of the perfect society and intention to implement the design
through planned and consistent effort’,® whereby Nazi antisemitism becomes the
principal paradigm of racism. Although Nazi racism (i.e. antisemitism) mobilized
anti-modernity sentiments (romanticizing community protected from alleged
corrosion by modern society), it was in this sense absolutely modern: “The Fiihrer
expressed his romantic vision of the world cleansed of the terminally diseased
race. The rest was the matter of a not at all romantic, coolly rational bureaucratic
process.”’

Bauman makes the important point that also in Western-style societies racist
antisemitism could in a crisis-ridden future be on the agenda again: ‘One can
assume that situations calling for a direct take-over of social management by
the state may well happen in some not too distant future — and then the well-
entrenched and well-tested racist perspective may again come handy’® and con-
cludes: “The possibility of the Holocaust was rooted in certain universal features
of modern civilization: its implementation on the other hand, was connected with
a specific and not at all universal relationship between state and society.”” In the
‘Introduction’, he points more specifically to ‘the emancipation of the politi-
cal state, with its monopoly of means of violence and its audacious engineering
ambitions, from social control — following the step-by-step dismantling of all
non-political power resources and institutions of social self-management’.°

The remaining chapters elaborate on aspects of the argument, and do so in
often rather problematic ways. Chapter four rehearses various arguments around
the relationship between the Holocaust and ‘modernity’, which is discussed
mainly in terms of civilization, science and bureaucracy. Chapter five explores
the thesis that ‘the rationality of the ruled is always the weapon of the rulers™®!
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using the case of the Judenrite, the Jewish Councils. Bauman is unclear whether
or not he believes the cooperation of (some of) the Judenriite was essential to
the implementation of the Holocaust, but rather uses this thorny issue to exam-
ine ‘the ability of modern, rational, bureaucratically organized power to induce
actions functionally indispensable to its purposes while jarringly at odds with the
vital interests of the actors’.®* Bauman seems quite close here to Foucault, who is
not mentioned, however. Bauman’s point here is a version of that most funda-
mental concern of modern social theory, namely that modern individuals create
through their subjective acting objective structures — society, capital, God, power,
the state — that enslave and possibly destroy them.

Chapter six is the least impressive part of the book: here Bauman starts from
a surprisingly uninformed dismissal of the propositions of The Authoritarian
Personality (which is the only work from the context of the ‘Frankfurt School’
that he mentions) as a deplorable example of ‘old habits of thought” and contrasts
to it favourably the ‘recklessly’ innovative experimental psychology of Stanley
Milgram, which centred on tests to show the extreme possibilities of obedience
to authority.®®> Bauman also cavalierly dismisses the substantial critical literature
on Milgram’s experiment, insinuating that ‘the academic world” simply refused
to listen to Milgram’s point that any ordinary Joe will, under certain institutional
arrangements, ‘obey authority’ and electrocute anyone without good reason.
Bauman draws the rather unspectacular conclusion ‘that pluralism is the best
preventive medicine against morally normal people engaging in morally abnormal
actions'.** His enthusiasm for Milgram prevents Bauman from asking the obvious
sociological question: why the participants in a particular series of experiments,
as well as its countless replications in academic and, more recently, ‘reality TV’
contexts, should be seen as representatives of (modern) ‘man’ in general?

The theoretical substratum of this enthusiasm becomes apparent in the seventh
chapter: Milgram’s experiment illustrates a theoretical-philosophical point that is
central to Bauman’s overall conception (arguably because the experiment itself
already presupposed just this philosophical assumption). This point is that ‘the
universality of human revulsion to murder, inhibition against inflicting suffering
on another human being, and the urge to help those who suffer’ are part of ‘the
elementary human condition’.%> Therefore, ‘the Holocaust could be accomplished
only on the condition of neutralizing the impact of primeval moral drives.*®
The blame lies with the civilizing process that neutralized ‘the moral forces spon-
taneously generated by human proximity’ and then replaced them with its own
‘controlling pressures’, thereby eroding morality.®” This argument, that sounds
quite a bit like Jean-Jacques Rousseau (but also a bit like Edmund Burke and
Tonnies; Bauman invokes Sartre, Emmanuel Levinas and Max Scheler), culmi-
nates in the statement that ‘under modern order the ancient Sophoclean conflict
between moral law and the law of society shows no signs of abating’.¢®
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Bauman rallies his perspective on the pre-societal origin of morality in the
‘existential reality’ of ‘proximity’ specifically against Emile Durkheim, whom he
makes stand in for the discipline of sociology in its entirety: for (Durkheimian)
sociology, ‘Man is a moral being only because he lives in society’;? ‘actions are
evil because they are socially prohibited, rather than socially prohibited because
they are evil’.” There is, indeed, a critical edge to Bauman’s argument against
Durkheim and (positivist) sociology: the society that claims to be the origin of
morality and moral behaviour posits itself as superior to its constituting members,
and even more so to those outside of it (the ‘savages’ and other non-citizens), and
this claim legitimizes its dominance over them.

This is ultimately the lesson Bauman wants us to learn from the Holocaust:
society (cum national, bureaucratic state, science, technology, etc.) should not be
allowed to dominate and erode pre-societal morality. Still, Bauman’s critique of
the implicit authoritarianism (and methodological nationalism) of this perspec-
tive, though valuable, differs sharply from that of critical theory such as that of
Horkheimer and Adorno, as the latter see morality emerging in the contradic-
tions intrinsic to an antagonistic society, while Bauman sees a conflict between
society on the one hand and something outside or before society (the existential)
on the other hand.”!

Bringing History Back into Holocaust Sociology

If one were to read (or buy) only one book in order to sample relevant ana-
lytical perspectives on the Holocaust, this book should be the volume edited by
Moishe Postone and Eric Santner, Catastrophe and Meaning, The Holocaust and
the Twentieth Century (2003).”* This volume is exemplary in demonstrating that
‘interdisciplinarity’ can mean more than the bundling together of a set of discipli-
nary specialists in one volume: all contributions here are driven by social-theoretical
concerns as well as historical sensitivity. The problem of structure/agency, or inten-
tionality, is discussed (Saul Friedlinder; Shulamit Volkov); the dialectic of moder-
nity, destructivity and history (Anson Rabinbach, Dan Diner, Moishe Postone);
violence and warfare (Omer Bartov); destruction (Frank Trommler); gender and
presuppositions of history writing (Debérah Dwork); memory, Holocaust litera-
ture, testimony and art (Aaron Zeitlin, Dominick LaCapra, Geoffrey Hartman,
Paul Mendes-Flohr).

The two contributions most pertinent to the issues discussed in this chapter
are those by Anson Rabinbach and Moishe Postone. Rabinbach points out that
a number of the most prominent German-Jewish émigré intellectuals, includ-
ing Hannah Arendt, Horkheimer and Adorno, developed the discourse that
connected the Holocaust to modernity in opposition to the then predominant
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perspective of a negative German Sonderweg, of which the writer Thomas
Mann was a major proponent: the idea of a ‘special path’ of German history,
producing a political culture and mentality at variance with other (‘“Western’)
countries (or cultures, or nations), putting Germany on the pathway to

Nazism.”? They

implicitly understood that Nazism was a cultural synthesis fusing elements
from a hypermodern industrial society with a fundamentally irrationalist
and unstable admixture of romantic anti-capitalist, nationalist, radical
vélkisch, and bioracial elements ... 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 of cultural forms, then Nazism appears
as an alternative form of modernity, just as militant Islamic fundamen-
talism 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 ‘possibility” demonstrates the pathological
potential of specific constellations of modernity in crisis and the attempt

to overcome that crisis by extreme violence.”

What Rabinbach describes in terms of intellectual history, is spelt out in
more theoretical terms by Postone. Going beyond the intentionalist/structuralist
dichotomy, Postone suggests that it is obvious enough that the Nazis wanted the
Judeocide (whether or not that wish became manifest at a slightly sooner or later
stage), and also that they were able to attempt it only due to specific conditions
and circumstances (including the existence of a modern state, bureaucratic author-
ity, division of labour, etc.), but neither explains the most important question,
which is why they wanted and did it. All the usual suspects including ‘instrumen-
tal rationality’, ‘bureaucratic-technocratic domination’, ‘the exclusions inherent
in Enlightenment universalism’, late nineteenth century ‘racist and biologistic
thinking’ and fanatic ‘anti-Bolshevism’, and even any combination of all of the
above are too unspecific to explain what the Nazis did to the Jews of Europe.”
One needs to look at and explain the specific Nazi brand of antisemitism:
‘the idea of the Jews as a world historical threat to life’ itself.”® Postone argues
that there is a ‘deep structural’ analogy between the pattern of which aspects of
modernity Nazism rejected (as opposed to which aspects it embraced) on the one
hand, and its image of ‘the Jews” on the other. In both cases what is rejected is
‘mysteriously intangible, abstract, and universal’, un-rooted, difficult to check and
conspirational:”” “Within the modern antisemitic worldview, the Jews constitute
an immensely powerful, shadowy, international conspiracy, responsible for those
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“apparent” opposites, plutocratic capitalism and socialism, as well as for the rise
of vulgar market culture and the decline of traditional values and institutions.””®

Neither industrial capital, though, nor modern technology were objects of
antisemitic attacks.”” Indeed, plutocratic (i.e. greedy, money-grabbing) capital-
ism, market culture and socialism stand on one side of the divide (the ‘Jewish’
side; things to be rejected and destroyed), industrial capital, industrial labour and
technology stand on the other side (things to be affirmed). Although industrial
capital and (capitalist) technology (i.e. technology whose development is shaped
and driven by the requirements of the capitalist mode of production) are for
most observers obviously aspects and elements of ‘capitalism’, Nazis (and others
sharing similar forms of antisemitism) might indeed think of themselves as
‘anti-capitalist’ — hence the name ‘National Socialism’. Labour would appear
to them as the innocent, natural substratum on which parasitical, exploitative
capitalist superstructures are feeding. It is not completely devoid of sense that a
(national) ‘socialist’ regime, that is engaged in large-scale, expansive, moderni-
zing capitalist production, would particularly violently round up and attack a
category of people who seem to it to personify the evil (i.e. abstract, intangible,
supra- and anti-national) aspects of ‘capitalism’. Postone adds that in the con-
text of developed capitalist production, individual labours ‘increasingly become
cellular components of a large, complex, dynamic system’ of a ‘blind, processual,
quasi-organic character’.®” In other words, capitalist society approaches a point
where it actually mimics nature (a point developed by Horkheimer and Adorno
in Dialectic of Enlightenment). This ‘allows for social and historical processes
to become increasingly understood in biological terms in the course of the
nineteenth century’.8!

To the extent that the notion of society as a blind, extrinsic, violent and
uncontrollable force of nature represents genuine experience of life in developed
capitalist society, it is hardly surprising that discourses about society are increas-
ingly prone to adopting the language of nature and biology. Naive criticism of
capitalism — Postone introduces here the term ‘fetishized anticapitalism’ — is in
this context likely to oppose a naturalized notion of what it celebrates (the con-
crete, material, creative) to an equally naturalized notion of what it sees as evil
(the abstract, immaterial, parasitical). A naturalized notion of abstraction, how-
ever, needs a particular group of people as its carriers, and in the last third of the
nineteenth and the first third of the twentieth centuries no group of population
in Europe was — for a variety of reasons — as conveniently to be cast in this role
as ‘the Jews’.8?

This is the story, so far, in rough outlines. It is an open field. One of the few
certainties is surely, as Yehuda Bauer suggests with a nice hint of sarcasm, that
‘when people murder Jews, this may indeed have something to do with their not
particularly liking them’.3
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Notes

1 Tzvetan Todorov, Facing the Extreme, Moral Life in the Concentration Camps, trans.
Arthur Denner and Abigail Pollack (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1999), p. 290.

2 | would like to thank Christine Achinger for her, as always, invaluable comments, and Bob
Cannon for letting me read his draft of a critique of Bauman.

3 Bruno Bettelheim, a former member of the German Social Democratic Party and a former
inmate of Dachau and Buchenwald, is famous for his seminal (and fascinating) article
‘Individual and Mass Behaviour in Extreme Situations’, Journal of Abnormal and Social
Psychology, no. 38 (1943), pp. 417-52, which was based on his experiences in the
camps.

4 On the ‘Frankfurt School’ see Rolf Wiggershaus, The Frankfurt School: Its History, Theories,
and Political Significance, trans. Michael Robertson (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994), and
Martin Jay, Dialectical Imagination, A History of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of
Social Research 1923—1950 (Boston, MA/Toronto: Little, Brown, 1973); on psychoanalysis
as a 'Jewish science’ see Stephen Frosh, Hate and the Jewish Science, Anti-Semitism, Nazism
and Psychoanalysis (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).

5 | use ‘critical theory’ in the original and specific sense of the word — coined in opposition to
“traditional theory’ — not in the more generic use that has become more common now, typically
referring to theories that combine literary or cultural criticism with some sort of sociologically
motivated enquiry.
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Additionally to the references listed in ‘Further Reading’, the following text is also of interest
but cannot be discussed here: Jeffrey C. Alexander, ‘On the Social Construction of Moral
Universals: The “Holocaust” from War Crime to Trauma Drama’, in Jeffrey C. Alexander,
Ron Eyerman, Bernhard Giesen, Neil J. Smelser and Piotr Sztompka, Cultural Trauma and
Collective Identity (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2004), pp. 196-263. A good
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‘It appears that when an intellectual or pseudo-intellectual elite with a genocidal program,
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61



62

4

The Psychiatric Treatment of Holocaust
Survivors, or, the Tribulations of a Syndrome

Nathalie Zajde

The Birth of Concentration Camp Survivor
Syndrome

Several years before the liberation of the Nazi concentration camps and the dis-
covery of their survivors — walking skeletons whose terrified eyes so perturbed
their liberators — former deportees with psychological training, the most famous
being Bruno Bettelheim, had already described the psychic transformations
undergone by the victims of internment (see Chapter 7 for more information on
Bettelheim). In France, a list of symptoms was established with the assistance of
doctors (both Jewish and non-Jewish) brought together through support groups
for former camp inmates, allowing a specific pathology to be identified. This
medical advance contributed to the implementation of a system of payments to
former deportees by the French state.! However, it was not until the beginning
of the 1960s that a systematic consensus-based and internationally recognized
scientific methodology was applied to the psychiatric and psychological effects on
survivors of their deportation and torture.? It was in this period that the ‘survivor’,
as an internationally recognized psychiatric category, was born. The concept first
appeared in the specialized literature as part of the term ‘Concentration Camp
Survivor Syndrome’. CCSS is defined by a clinical table setting out the list of
the different symptoms suffered by survivors of the Nazi concentration and
extermination camps. The syndrome’s symptoms include:

* intense feelings of fear, terror and abandonment;
* reliving of the traumatic event;

* avoidance of stimuli linked to the event;

¢ reduced interest in current activities;
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* neurovegetative hyperactivity;

e traumatic dreams;

* recurring memories;

* periods of stress around anniversary dates;
¢ dissociative states;

* acute irritability;

* loss of ability to concentrate;

* mood changes;

* reduced ability to modulate affect;

* irrational and excessive fears and anxieties.?

This syndrome has various raisons détre. On the one hand it was hoped that,
in formulating this new nosographic entity, the psychopathological problems
encountered by survivors of an entirely novel and terrifying experience could be
analysed and treated. Gaining international recognition for this new medical con-
dition was also necessary if former internees were to be diagnosed by psychiatric
experts® and have their status as victims confirmed, giving them the right to free

medical treatment and financial compensation, wherever they had settled after
the Second World War.>

The Problems Raised by CCSS

Concentration Camp Survivor Syndrome was meant to describe a particular form
of suffering — that of the survivors of Nazi barbarity — and lead to appropriate
and effective therapies, yet it would appear that this remit has not been fulfilled.
Various questions arise from this. How can we account for the fact that this much-
trumpeted syndrome did not in fact describe any truly new pathology? Why has
no psychodynamic or drug therapy specific to the syndrome, or even effective in
treating it, ever been developed? And how is it that the exact symptoms of CCSS,
unchanged but for the name of the condition, have become widely known as Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder — a condition describing the pain of any individual who
has faced lethal danger from any sort of violence, from a young woman who has
been raped in the New York metro to a Tutsi survivor of the Rwandan genocide
to a Sri-Lankan survivor of the 2006 tsunami or the Welsh victim of a car-crash?

The trauma of concentration camp survivors has thus become the paradigm case of
all psychic trauma.

How did this specialized area of psychiatric and psychological knowledge,
intended to describe and treat specific populations who were determined to a great
extent by their ethnic, religious or political identity and made to suffer because of
the aggression of a historically situated totalitarian regime — the Nazis — come to
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be supplanted by such a general and anonymous approach? How did the ‘Jew’,
the ‘communist’, the ‘Roma’, who had survived the murderous and ideologically
highly specific plans of the Nazis, come to be erased and replaced by ‘anybody’,
any person who has survived the threat of death in any situation? How did
the ‘Holocaust survivor’ come, psychiatrically and psychologically speaking, to
disappear in favour of a ‘universal victim’? To put it another way, how has the
trauma of the Holocaust become the paradigm case of the ahistorical and universal
phenomenon of contemporary trauma?

To answer these questions, it will be necessary to retrace the history and
evolution of Concentration Camp Survivor Syndrome, from its origins to the
present day, and isolate and identify, as far as it is possible to do so, the theoretical
foundations and psycho-social consequences of each stage of its evolution.

Survivor Syndrome, the Intrusion of Modernity

The central premise of Survivor Syndrome was that those who had come back
from the camps were ill because of what they had experienced there, as a result
of what the Nazis had inflicted upon them. Although this might seem obvious
today, it should be recalled that when psychiatric evaluations of camp survivors
were made in the context of compensation claims,® there was disagreement
between the advocates of Survivor Syndrome (essentially Northern European and
American psychiatrists) and some German psychiatrists, who no doubt wanted to
shift blame away from the Nazi regime to which they had belonged. The latter put
forward the argument — which is acceptable provided that one is utterly cynical
and a proponent of radical scientism — that it was impossible to prove that these
survivors were suffering because of the camps and suggested that former internees
who presented psychopathological symptoms upon leaving the camps had in fact
already been ill before their imprisonment.” This position discounted the idea
of a syndrome caused directly and uniquely by a real, recently lived experience.
This was in contrast to the new psychiatric category of Concentration Camp
Survivor Syndrome, which maintained that the psychological problems experienced
by survivors were not due to an unresolved Oedipus complex or a poor neurophysi-
ological constitution, but were truly the result of objective mistreatment by aggres-
sors who were conscious of their actions and destructive in their intent. In other
words, human beings, even adults, could, in the event of certain specific and iden-
tifiable circumstances, experience a radical and long-lasting transformation of their
psyche and even their whole identity, regardless of their individual constitution,
their previous psychiatric record or their prior history more generally. This approach
held that camp survivors’ pathologies were a direct reflection of what their torturers
had sought to achieve: the psychological and physical degradation of their victims.
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With the formulation and development of CCSS, then, psychopathology
escaped from the realm of the private and intimate to make its entry into the
public sphere. Understanding and treating survivors meant looking very closely
into what had damaged them, namely a modern totalitarian political regime,
the deployment of technological innovations in the destruction of whole groups
of human beings, modern social theories and new ways of thinking about and
finding ‘solutions’ to conflicts. With Survivor Syndrome, modernity made its
entry into psychiatry. Psychiatrists and psychologists would from now on have to
look for the causes of their patients’ illnesses in the specific configurations of the
modern world. The corollary to this revolutionary shift was the active involve-
ment of psychiatry in the public space. Henceforth, psychiatric concepts would
play a determining role in every conceivable area: in social policy, legal decisions,
geopolitical strategy and, later on, in the areas of international aid policy and even
the development of technology.® Today, combating psychological trauma and its
psychopathological consequences is one of the goals of governmental and non-
governmental organizations in supporting humanitarian projects, intervening in
conflicts abroad, constructing educational infrastructure, issuing legal judgements
in ad hoc courts and formulating laws with international jurisdiction.

Eager to preserve this new status in the social and political sphere, a status
acquired thanks to Survivor Syndrome, psychiatry and psychology have looked
more and more closely at people’s lives and activities in today’s societies. The
degree to which psychology has usurped more tangible social and political con-
siderations is remarkable. Events concerning the internal functioning of society
or even conflicts between different states are increasingly presented to us through
the prism of the psychological consequences that they generate. When a factory
closes, reporters place as much emphasis on the psychological trauma for the
workers as on the economic, social and political consequences of the closure. This
new interest in emotional suffering linked to objective causes — in other words,
to actions for which authors and intentions can be identified — is clear. We seem
to be witnessing a hyper-psychologization of political and social questions.

The Victim-reflex’

This excessive psychologization, this incessant recourse to the notion of psychologi-
cal trauma and various connected notions — such as ‘grief work’ (the psychological
process of coping with a significant loss) or the famous ‘survivor guilt’® — are the
expression of a society’s desire to highlight human suffering, victimhood and
feelings of empathy and pity. Survivor Syndrome contributes to a definition of
humanity based on its weaknesses and pain, on negative reactions to external
aggression. This choice of psychological thinking is based on a reinforced notion
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of the individuality of the human subject — its individualism — as well as its malle-
ability. Survivor Syndrome is thus a confirmation and consolidation of the univer-
salizing, uniformity-driven direction of contemporary Western societies insofar as,
in the way that it is formulated, this syndrome can apply to absolutely anyone,°
regardless of their gender, background, affiliations or the events they have been
through. Survivor Syndrome extracts patients from their original group affiliations

and lumps them together in a single, undifferentiated group defined by psychology.

The Contradiction at the Heart of CCSS

Whereas the novelty of CCSS’s original argument stemmed above all from the idea
that the condition was brought on in individuals as a result of the specificity of
their experiences, their own identity and that of their aggressors — the Nazi perse-
cution of the Jews for being Jews, stubbornly holding on to their respect for their
God and His laws, proclaiming the uniqueness of their age-old philosophical, reli-
gious, ritual, social and ethnic heritage; or of the Roma for being Roma, a nomadic
people respecting their own rules and social mores, their own rules of purity and
impurity, and ‘resisting’ acculturation from one generation to the next — CCSS
ends up, bizarrely, taking a generalizing approach, with no attention paid to the
identity of either sufferers or their persecutors. Almost no text-book or article deal-
ing with the pathology of Holocaust survivors takes the Jewish identity of these patients
into account in any meaningful, scientific fashion. Jewish identity, whether under
attack from its aggressors or proclaimed by victims, is not deemed worthy of seri-
ous consideration. Admittedly, this Jewish identity is implicitly present and even
mentioned on occasions, yet this Jewishness has no theoretical weight and remains
strictly anecdotal in nature. In a psychiatric and psychotherapeutic context it is
thus treated as a construct possessing no conceptual relevance. Yet one might have
expected the fact that the great majority of these patients are Jews — survivors of the
Nazi genocide — to have featured as an essential element in the theoretical elabora-
tion of this psychopathology and the technical aspects of the resulting therapy.

From Survivor Syndrome to Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder

It was in the 1980s, during legal proceedings brought by veterans of the Vietnam
War against the US military establishment that CCSS came once again to the fore.
Lawyers representing veterans who were suffering from debilitating psychiatric
problems — insomnia, sexual impotence, uncontrollable aggression, inability to
relate to others, etc. — based their arguments on CCSS, with its list of symptoms
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and its concept of external causality, as they attempted to prove the responsibility
of the US army for their clients’ problems in order to obtain compensation and
invalidity benefits (Young 1995)."' By basing their claims on Survivor Syndrome,
these veterans could be examined and officially declared ill, leading to treatment,
compensation payouts and a pension paid for by the state. Thanks to CCSS, both
a victim (the ill soldier) and a perpetrator (the US army), which was responsible
for their traumatic experiences, could be identified. It thus fell to the latter to
pay out compensation and ensure that the victim enjoyed a special medico-social
status. It goes without saying that, in order to serve as the cornerstone of the
legal arguments underpinning this entirely new situation, Survivor Syndrome
would need a change of name. The veterans were anything but former deportees
and internees, rather former soldiers who had played the role of aggressors. In
this way, Survivor Syndrome, taken virtually unchanged as far as its content and
conceptual approach were concerned, became the now famous Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD), and took its place in the prestigious statistical manual
of American psychiatry, the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, in 1980.'?

The list of symptoms for PTSD is more or less identical to that for CCSS,
although supplemented by a new, more detailed and broadened definition of its
causes. What sets PTSD apart from other conditions is the fact that it is principally
defined by its causes, which are always life events. These are dramatic events which
are all linked to the threat of the imminent death of the subject or of their loved
ones — kidnapping, rape, natural disasters, accidents, etc. Hence, the condition
known previously as Survivor Syndrome, now transformed into PTSD, can apply
to any situation judged to be a traumatic event for which a guilty party is poten-
tially identifiable, allowing the sufferer to launch legal proceedings and claim dam-
ages and medical costs. In the case of Vietnam War veterans, who was this guilty
party? It was first of all war itself, insofar as it carries, by definition, the risk of death.
However, war is not a ‘legally responsible entity’, and so it was up to the US army,
the soldiers’ employer, to take responsibility for these traumatized individuals.

The Vietnam War — and the return of young American soldiers to an often
hostile reception — marked a radical shift in the way armed conflicts and combat-
ants were perceived. Henceforth, in Western societies, to have been involved in
war became a mark of weakness, and soldiers, previously thought of as heroes,
became potential victims, risking psychological trauma.

PTSD: One Syndrome Fits All ...

Whereas, traditionally, the construction of subjects as clinical cases — in other
words, the act of defining an individual according to a psychiatric model — always

6/



68

Writing the Holocaust

had the effect of de-socializing individuals,'® shutting them into a psychiatric space
and even removing their legal responsibility, psychiatric patients have, thanks to
Survivor Syndrome and its progeny, PTSD, been given new hope of avoiding
psychiatric incarceration and debilitating medication, and can even hope to lead
an existence tolerated by wider society. A subject recognized as being psychologi-
cally traumatized can refuse psychiatric treatment with psychotropic medication
and request psychotherapy without drugs, and can also play an active role in
social exchanges by demanding compensation from their aggressor for the acts the
latter has committed. The patient can launch legal proceedings and seek damages
through the legal system and insurers. PTSD has thus become a real force within
society, drawing in thousands of individuals from sufferers and their families to
professionals (clinicians, lawyers, insurers). The ‘false memories’ affair (Hacking
1995) was one of the most remarkable illustrations of this phenomenon.'

In the 1980s, psychiatrists in the United States convinced insurance companies
that certain policy-holders — their patients — needed to follow a course of psycho-
therapy because they were suffering from PTSD due to violence suffered during
their childhood, the trauma from which they had repressed. This violence (usu-
ally sexual) had been perpetrated by adult aggressors, often the parents of these
patients. The therapy would consist in bringing out the repressed memories of
these assaults at the conscious level so that, following the logic of catharsis, the
lifting of this repression would cure the neurosis. The insurers, quite logically,
then pursued the aggressors and their insurers, in order to demand damages and,
in particular, claim back the cost of their clients’ psychotherapy. The patients
undergoing psychoanalysis or psychotherapy were thus forced by their insur-
ers, and encouraged by their psychotherapists — or, to be precise, by the zheory
of psychotherapy — to take their parents to court for these supposed acts dating
from their early childhood. In these trials, the psychiatrists took on the role of
‘witnesses’ to the theory of repressed childhood memories and so, by extension,
to the violence covered up by these parents. Pitting members of the same family,
namely a patient in psychotherapy suffering from PTSD and their parents, against
one another, these trials ground on remorselessly, based entirely on the theoretical
concepts of trauma and PTSD. After many trials and a number of scandals, these
patients and their parents rebelled against their psychotherapists and got together
to prosecute the latter on the basis that the theory of repressed memories was
false, that these memories had been entirely constructed by the psychotherapists
in question, and that the patients had been manipulated when in a position, as
patients, of vulnerability and susceptibility to influence.

In this way, PTSD, rather than being an explanation for an illness and a source
of ideas for therapists treating its sufferers, became a truly malevolent force,
sowing rumour, doubt, mistrust and conflict. In addition to this, its encourage-
ment of intimate revelations led to the rehabilitation of a psychological procedure
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dating from the nineteenth century which had long been discredited due to an
absence of any proof of its effectiveness: catharsis. In the wake of this affair, there
seems to have been a marked upsurge in interest in bearing witness, gathering
traumatic memories and creating life-narratives of dramatic events. The ‘duty
of memory’ and the ‘duty to bear witness™ are ceaselessly invoked in spite of the
tragic consequences of the false memory syndrome scandal and growing evidence
from new research that encouraging subjects to recall painful life-events which
they had forgotten can sometimes have negative effects.!® In any case, recounting
and bearing witness to one’s traumatic experiences has, following the vast wave
of Holocaust testimony,16 become a common practice, which is even encouraged
among populations who have survived or participated in massacres — the Algerian
War, the Khmer Rouge massacres in Cambodia, the Rwandan genocide, etc.
It is to be noted that the psychological consequences of the collection of this
testimony from witnesses have yet to be studied systematically.

The Treatment of Survivor Syndrome

What treatment was given to concentration camp survivors presenting the symp-
toms of CCSS? Paradoxically, it would seem that no specific form of psychotherapy
or psychotropic treatment was ever developed. In other words, a syndrome was
isolated, but no tailored treatment for it was ever perfected. Furthermore, and this
fact merits closer scrutiny, there seems to have been no known case of a survivor
diagnosed with CCSS who was ever recognized by experts as having been cured,
whether by psychotherapy or psychotropic drugs. So, from the point of view of
psychiatric diagnosis at least, these survivors remained ill for the rest of their lives.
Although we know of no specialized therapy being developed for survivors of
the Nazi camps, we do possess a rare account written by a survivor of Auschwitz of
Jewish-Polish origin, who agreed to follow a course of narcoanalysis administered
by a psychiatrist specializing in the treatment of traumatized patients. This account
was published in 1987 by the Israeli survivor and writer Yehiel De-Nur under his
nom de plume ‘KaTzetnik 135633’," and is a transcription of his treatment using
LSD which had been recorded in its entirety by Dr Baastians, a specialist in psychic
trauma working in Holland. The technique of narcoanalysis was invented during
the First World War in order to treat traumatized soldiers and allow them to return
quickly to the front. It consisted in administering a narcotic to the patient in order
to make them relive the traumatic scene in a hallucinatory state and then induce
a different version of the events in question, this time with a ‘happy ending’. The
traumatized soldier therefore wakes up relieved and ready to return to combat.
During his five sessions of analysis under the effects of LSD in Dr Baastians’

clinic in Holland in 1976, KaTzetnik 135633 speaks continually of scenes
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relating to the Torah, the religious universe of Hassidic Jews in prewar Poland
(where he had spent his childhood) and Auschwitz. His hallucinations bring
together in a single, often terrifying scene, images of pious Jews, characters from
the Bible, devils and Christ. The Dutch doctor recognizes his own inability to
comprehend and, more importantly, interpret the visions of the survivor. He
invites a Christian theologian to attend the sessions, but he is equally mystified.
Baastians therefore concludes that only De Nur himself can make sense of his
psychic production and admits as much to the patient. KaTzetnik 135633 inter-
rupts the treatment because his symptoms are steadily worsening, as if the therapy
was actually deepening the trauma. He states in the commentary accompanying
the transcription of his therapy in the published edition that, some years after the
end of the treatment, his nights had become calmer, his nightmares less terrifying,
but that it was now in the daytime that horrible visions would come to him in
the most unpredictable and uncontrollable manner.'

KaTzetnik 135633’s treatment is a sad illustration of the contradiction at the
heart of CCSS: it is a psychological and psychiatric definition which is nonetheless
incapable of providing a conceptual framework for dealing with specific traumatic
experiences. KaTzetnik 135633 was suffering from having been persecuted for
being Jewish and his hallucinations featured the Nazis and antisemitic crimes and
thoughts, as well as the destruction of the traditional Jewish life to which KaTzetnik
135633 and all his family had belonged. The question posed to the discipline of
psychiatry by KaTzetnik 135633’s psychic pain is that of how one can live follow-
ing such a massacre. Attempting to answer this question using generalized psycho-
logical concepts and references to Protestant theology would seem to constitute at
least an error of judgement, if not a grave and even dangerous misinterpretation.

Survivor Syndrome and Humanitarian Action

What approaches can specialists in clinical and pathological psychology possibly
use to treat populations as diverse as Hutu and Tutsi survivors of massacres in
Burundi, Christian Croat survivors of the war in the former Yugoslavia, Sri-Lankan
victims of the 2006 tsunami, Palestinian survivors of Israeli bombardments of Gaza
or Israelis affected by Qassam rocket fire? Spending only a few weeks or months on
the ground and possessing little knowledge of the language, customs and essential
concepts and laws of these populations, how do they manage to provide assist-
ance and treatment? Faced with the depth and complexity of each culture, of each
psychiatric matrix,!? of each specific system of representations of suffering, illness
and ways of caring, faced with the cultural richness and diversity of psychopatholo-
gies,?’ aid workers always respond with the same, supposedly effective mode of
thinking. In reality, this seems far too often to result in a mismatch of priorities,
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and sometimes in a total breakdown of understanding between, on the one hand,
Western aid workers deploying discourse derived directly from CCSS and, on the
other, people in great distress, whose world lies in ruins and who are threatened
by hunger and death.

A study of the psycho-social aid provided between 2003 and 2004 to victims
of the crisis in Burundi®! has shown that the notion of PTSD was brought in
by foreign psychiatrists and trainers (mostly North Americans working for non-
governmental organizations) and, although translated into Kirundi — the local
language — it proved hard to understand both for the populations in question
and for Burundian clinicians, and even more difficult to incorporate within the
psychotherapeutic services offered by Burundian psychotherapists. Research has
shown that the latter tend to employ therapeutic techniques practised in the
churches to which they are affiliated — prayer, laying-on of hands, the interpreta-
tion of ‘speaking in tongues’, etc. This underlines the fact that CCSS, like any
psychiatric or psychological construct, has its logical foundations in the cultural
universe of the West, and is based on an ontology which defines human beings
as ‘alone in the world’, existing without gods, ancestors or other invisible beings
and all subject to the same laws of existence and psychic mechanisms.?? For these
practitioners, accepting CCSS would mean abandoning the values and logic of
their own culture. Although not unthinkable in this situation, such a step would
raise important practical difficulties.

In the absence of reliable evaluations of the psychological aid provided by
humanitarian organizations,” it would seem that the strength of PTSD, which
can be applied to any situation of violence, lies in its simplicity. Its blindness to
cultural diversity and the varying nature of events makes it appear — but only
appear — both accessible and applicable to all. The study of this mass applica-
tion of PTSD on an international scale and the practical aspects, real effects and
ideological foundations of this application, needs to be pursued further.?* Studies
may indeed show that PTSD, as an ‘empty shell’, might at last spur therapists to
consider their patients from the point of view of the social and cultural specificity
of the event which gave rise to their dysfunction, and likewise to select therapeutic
methods in tune with their cultural background.”

Conclusion

Psychiatry has had its part to play in attempts to comprehend the Holocaust.
By describing and classifying survivors’ psychological symptoms, it has sought
to isolate the specific psychopathological consequences of this terrifying and
hitherto unknown experience. To this end, however, it created Concentration
Camp Survivor Syndrome, a condition which, far from being specific, has since
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been used to describe traumatized psychiatric populations with no connection
whatsoever to the Holocaust. While CCSS was pivotal in establishing Holocaust
survivors’ status as victims, it did not give rise to any novel or effective therapies
with which to treat survivors of the Nazi camps. This lack of specificity is without
doubt the greatest shortcoming of CCSS. Yet it was also thanks to this relative
vagueness that CCSS was so eagerly accepted and developed, eventually becom-
ing the most widely accepted psychiatric syndrome in the Western world, PTSD.
A generation after the initial formulation of CCSS, as interest in the descendants
of survivors has increased, psychiatric research has put forward the theory that
psychopathology caused by the Holocaust may be transferred to subjects born
long after the horrific events in question. However, this hypothesis has not yet
allowed any psychopathological constants to be identified, or led to the creation
of any generalized therapies which can be applied to this population as a whole.
Psychiatrists have also, finally, attempted to unravel the mystery of what lay in the
minds of the Nazi executioners, albeit with no conclusive results.2° So, whatever
errors and omissions the discipline may be guilty of, it is surely the case that a
thorough understanding of the Holocaust cannot be gained without the partici-
pation of psychiatry and psychology from the very outset, and the insights into
the functioning of the human mind which they bring.
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Theology

Daniel Langton

Theological or religious responses to the Holocaust are often described by the
shorthand ‘Holocaust Theology’. Although there exist a few examples from the
actual time in question' — from out of the whirlwind, so to speak — the vast
majority of Jewish and Christian responses that make up the body of the relevant
literature are retrospective, so it might be more accurate to talk of ‘Post-Holocaust
Theology’. Here we will consider religious responses dating from 1965 until
2003, mostly from the United States and northern Europe.?

Since some of these have contributed to the development of both popular
and scholarly conceptions of the Holocaust, it is worth noting that within this
particular discourse ‘the Holocaust’ has a particular meaning. The scholars we
shall discuss are well aware that other ethnic groups such as the Roma, political
prisoners such as communists, religious communities such as Jehovah’s Witnesses
and so-called social deviants such as homosexuals were swept up in the event.
But the primary focus for Jewish and Christian thinkers alike has been the sys-
tematic, state-sponsored persecution and murder of six million Jews by Germans
and their collaborators led by the Nazis. Thus, Jewish thinkers remains firmly
focused on the implications of the catastrophe for Judaism and Jewish identity
in terms of the threat to the covenant between God and the People of Israel, the
challenge for their scriptural resources, and the link between the Holocaust and
the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948. And while it is certainly the case
that Christian thinkers are concerned with the apparent moral collapse of the
church leadership and the widespread acquiescence and even popular support of
the Third Reich among Christians more generally, nevertheless their key interests
are also largely focused on the Nazi war against the Jews. These include debates
about the extent to which Christian anti-Judaic tradition and teachings are impli-
cated in the genocide and how, if at all, they should be modified; the question of
whether or not the ‘crucifixion of the Jews’ should be regarded as revelatory for
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Christians, especially when considered alongside the rebirth of the Jewish state;
the urgent need to repair and develop Jewish-Christian relations in general; and
deliberations concerning the inappropriateness of the Christian mission to the
Jews in particular.

One might have imagined that, as far as religious thinkers are concerned,
the Holocaust could be readily subsumed under the more general category of
responses to the problem of evil. Both Judaism and Christianity can boast of a
venerable tradition of religious engagement with suffering and evil, much of which
can be regarded as foundational for their faith systems: Jews look back to slavery
in Egypt, the Assyrian, Babylonian and Roman exiles, and to the destructions of
the First and Second Temples, while the execution of Jesus Christ is arguably the
key event around which Christian theology develops. Persecution and martyrdom
are common and prominent features of both Jewish and Christian histories. More
generally, both religions have had to wrestle with the problem that a good, loving
and wise God allows suffering and evil to occur in His creation, and have offered
a wide-range of explanations. Most of these can be categorized as theodicies, that
is, attempts to defend the justice of God in an apparently unjust world. Examples
might include the portrayal of suffering as punishment for disobedience, or as
educative or character-building, or as an unavoidable consequence of the divine
gift of free-will. Not infrequently, suffering is treated as a mystery. Holocaust
Theology is somewhat ambivalent about the entire theodic tradition. As Zachary
Braiterman has observed, while anti-theodic responses such as passionate protes-
tation and the blatant refusal to defend God can be found within the religious
tradition, they are a defining characteristic of several classic Holocaust theologies.?

For a number of thinkers, both Jewish and Christian, the problem of evil is
irrelevant for discussing the Holocaust precisely because it is regarded as unique
and unparalleled in history. As such it cannot be considered as just one more
example of evil or suffering, even a particularly horrific one, and therefore cannot
be treated by reference to the familiar theodicies; rather, the Holocaust is seen to
represent an entirely new theological problem that demands an entirely new type
of engagement. Here, as elsewhere in other disciplines, the debate concerning the
uniqueness of the Holocaust rages fiercely and opinion is sharply divided. What
makes this debate different is that it takes place in the context of a wider discourse
concerning the nature of God’s actions in history. For some, the Holocaust
points to a kind of divine immanence that is directly comparable to the awesome,
miraculous events of the Bible, while for others it hints at the nature of God’s
transcendence — or even His absence or death — in relation to human history.

In most cases, the ideological background of the thinker plays a significant
role in determining the extent to which his or her religious traditions and sacred
writings are brought to bear on the question. Conservatives will tend explore the
issues within a more restricted framework, although often with innovative and
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imaginative interpretations of the mainstream texts, while progressives and radi-
cals will, in addition, tend to look further afield, not infrequently drawing upon
the scriptures of other faiths or upon the conceptual tools of social sciences and
philosophy.

Jewish Responses

The received canon of Holocaust Theology begins with a work that remains
as profoundly unnerving a read today as when it was published in 1965. Ignaz
Maybaum’s The Face of God after Auschwitz, a collection of short chapters and
sermons first delivered in 1963, was the Austrian-born British Reform rabbi’s
attempt to answer the single question that had obsessed him since 1933: What
had happened?* Behind this apparently naive question was the issue of whether
belief in God’s providential power and the idea of divine redemption were any
longer meaningful. Ultimately, Maybaum argued in the affirmative, for he
explained the Nazi genocide as an act of God that had brought about a greater
good. Jewish suffering, he argued, should be understood as a historical manifes-
tation of the mission of Israel, to bring about spiritual progress for Judaism and
for the wider world.

He pointed to a pattern of Jewish disasters, specifically, the destruction of the
two Temples, as historical proofs of this claim. The first had led to the recogni-
tion that the Jewish people constituted a nation independent of a land, and their
consequent exile had resulted in carrying the knowledge of the true God and
His Torah to the Gentile world. The second had ended the Jewish Temple cult,
replacing it with prayer and study, and had demonstrated to the nations that the
universal God was not located in any one place and did not require blood sacri-
fice. The Holocaust fitted into this pattern as the third churban or destruction.
Hitler had, like Nebuchadnezzar before him, been an instrument of the divine
will,” but he had also symbolized what was wrong with mankind. After Hitler’s
war against the Jews, the world, which had been led into the idolatrous worship
of technology and a false messiah that made possible such barbarism, would never
again trust in the empty promises of authoritarianism, whether theocractic or
scientific, nor would it any longer tolerate religious persecution.® The destruction
of European Jewry could also be regarded positively as ridding Judaism of the
pernicious influence of medieval Jewish attitudes towards the Law and tradition.”

Few since have dared to offer such a redemptive theological assessment of
the Shoah, especially after the publication of the collection of chapters entitled
After Auschwitz (1966) by the North American free-thinker and Conservative-
trained rabbi Richard Rubenstein. Rubenstein set the agenda by challenging any
attempt to reconcile the God of the Exodus story, who saved His People from
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slavery, with the facts of the Holocaust. Traditional explanations for the problem
of evil that attempted to justify God’s ways in the context of ‘the most demonic
anti-human explosion of all history’® were morally repugnant and theologically
bankrupt. This realization, he said, had profound consequences for Judaism
itself, and he famously proclaimed the death of the God of (Jewish) tradition,
maintaining that a radical reformulation of Jewish religion was called for.”

Rubenstein’s Jewish contribution to the Death of God movement'? has become
the classic work of anti-theodicy and revisionism with which all later Holocaust
Theologies have had to grapple. In it he argued that while the omnipotent,
redemptive God of Judaism was dead and the Jewish people stood in ‘a cold,
silent, unfeeling cosmos, unaided by any purposeful power’,!! the need for a viable
Jewish community was more vital than ever. What alternative to Jewish religious
tradition could he propose? His initial suggestion of a concoction of Freudian-
influenced nature-paganism and Zionism, which drew criticism as a kind of
Jewish atheism, later gave way to a mystical vision of Judaism with an impersonal,
transcendent conception of the divine that had little or no bearing on the suffer-
ings of the real world.!?

While in the early years Rubenstein’s provocative ideas did not impress North
American Jewry, and he soon found himself socially and institutionally ostracized,
the seriousness with which he took the religious challenges of the Holocaust has
come to be vindicated within both communal and scholarly circles.

The philosopher Hans Jonas shared certain assumptions with Rubenstein, not
least a conception of God as transcendent and incapable of acting directly upon
the world. His chapter, “The Concept of God after Auschwitz’ (1968), which
was revised several times, approaches the Holocaust somewhat tangentially, in
that Jonas’ first concern was to consider the nature of God’s interaction with His
creation. He envisions a God who, in the beginning and for unknowable reasons,
had committed Himself to a cosmic experiment in ‘chance and risk and [the]
endless variety of becoming’.!? This He had done by establishing the physical and
biological laws that unfolded over time and space without any divine direction
or correction and without foreknowledge of how it would develop.'* The uni-
verse was left to itself to play out according to natural law and chance, with God
having withdrawn Himself completely from the process. Following the surprising
emergence of life, blind evolutionary forces had eventually generated the human
mind which was capable of moral choice and of changing the world. With man,
God now had a partner in creation.'®

From this new myth there followed some interesting theological implications
for any understanding of the divine. This included the idea of a ‘becoming God’
who is profoundly affected by His creation,'® and of a suffering God, who is dis-
appointed and hurt by His creation.'” Such a God confounds the traditional claim
of omnipotence, for the authentic act of creation must entail the self-renunciation
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of the creator’s power; if God was to intervene, He would be tampering with
the process of free development such that creation would not be truly free of
and distinct from the creator. Thus, while He remains in close relation with and
cares for His creation, God has devolved responsibility for the creative process to
humankind.'®

By the time Jonas arrives at a consideration of the Holocaust, he is able to
explain God’s silence at Auschwitz as the necessary consequence of the relation
of the creator to His creation: ‘I entertain the idea of a God who for a time —
the time of the ongoing world process — has divested Himself of any power to
interfere with the physical course of things’.!” This means that the responsibility
for the victimization of ‘the gassed and burnt children of Auschwitz’ cannot lie
with God but rather with humankind. Jonas appears to recognize that his theo-
logical speculation on such suffering and on ‘a hidden God’ strays somewhat
from Jewish tradition.?’ In an attempt to rectify this perception, he suggests that
it is not as foreign to Judaism as it first appears, observing the similarity of his
theology with ‘the old Jewish idea’ within the mystical tradition of zzimizum
or ‘contraction of the divine being as the condition for the being of a world’.?!

This interest in kabbalah is given a more significant place in the thought
of another philosopher, Emil Fackenheim, a German-born Canadian Reform
rabbi who survived incarceration at Sachsenhausen, and who offers perhaps the
most sustained and rigorous response to the theological challenges of the Shoah.
Central to his writings is the idea that the Holocaust, as an event, cannot be ade-
quately explained. In God’s Presence in History (1970) he suggested that, uniquely,
it could be categorized as both an ‘epoch-making event’ of Jewish history, compa-
rable to the end of prophecy and the destruction of the temples, which challenged
the core beliefs of Judaism, and as a ‘root experience’ of Jewish tradition, corre-
sponding to foundational, revelational events such as the Exodus and the giving
of the Law at Sinai, which established those core beliefs.** Increasingly, he came
to view the Holocaust as profoundly mysterious. In The Jewish Return to History
(1978) he described it as ‘the rock on which throughout all eternity all rational
explanations will crash and break apart’.?? Consequently, he refused to engage
with explorations of its religious meaning and focused instead on the authentic
response of the Jew in its aftermath.

For Fackenheim, the starting point was the surprise of Jewish continuity.
In highly charged language, he claimed that the wider Jewish community’s asto-
nishing determination to continue to self-identify as Jews could be understood
as obedience, whether conscious or otherwise, to a new divine commandment:
‘Thou shalt not give Hitler a posthumous victory’. This 614th commandment
involved acts of social justice and resistance, as he argued in 7o Mend the World
(1982). The title itself indicates his indebtedness to the Jewish mystical concep-
tion of #ikkun or mending, that is, the idea that the Godhead was in broken and
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needed to be restored to itself, which could be achieved by observance of the
mitzvot or commandments among other things. The idea could also be expressed
in terms of God being in exile from Himself, and Fackenheim linked it to a fierce
affirmation of Jewish political autonomy and self-preservation, best achieved
through Zionism and the support of the state of Israel. Via a Jewish mystical
motif, then, the moral authority of Jewish philosopher-survivor was married to
the religious politics of the nation-state.

This kind of theologically informed commitment to Israel is prominent in
the work of the Transylvanian-born Orthodox rabbi Eliezer Berkovits, too. Also
fascinated with the question of how the Holocaust might reveal the ways in which
God acts in history, he was particularly interested in its relation to the establish-
ment of the world’s only Jewish state after two millennia. The miracle of 1948
demonstrated that the God of Jewish tradition continued to intervene in human
affairs; in the words of the deuteronomic blessing, ‘His face had shone upon us’.

The modern Orthodox thinker was less comfortable attributing the Nazi
genocide to God, however, and he found an alternative explanation in a creative
and elegant version of the freewill argument. The Holocaust was portrayed as a
tragic consequence of the divine gift to humankind of moral choice. Insofar as
evil and suffering were inevitable, then so too was the hiding of the face of God
(hester panim) for, as Berkovits acknowledged in Faith after the Holocaust (1973),
“While He shows forbearance with the wicked, he must turn a deaf ear to the
anguished cries of the violated.?* History, then, is a balancing act between God’s
self-restraint in allowing human freewill, which can lead to an eclipse of the
divine in a catastrophic event such as the Holocaust, and His mercy in occasional
intervention, which is neatly exemplified by the rise of the Jewish state of Israel.”>

In this, Berkovits followed previous thinkers in attributing religious meaning
to apparently arbitrary selection of historical events without providing a coher-
ent rationale for so doing. Regardless, he believed that such an interpretation of
recent history?® allowed one to retain a semblance of faith in divine providence
and even, if one were prepared to acknowledge the possibility of life after death,
in the possibility of divine justice.”” At the same time, Berkovits acknowledged
that the enormity of the catastrophe demanded sensitivity towards those who
had lost their faith (‘holy disbelief’) and condemnation of any kind of religious
self-satisfaction.?®

The paradoxes of articulating any kind of reasonable faith after the Holocaust
lie at the heart of a long chapter entitled ‘Cloud of Smoke, Pillar of Fire’ (1977)
by the North American modern Orthodox rabbi, Irving Greenberg. In his
engagement with the intellectual challenges that the Nazi onslaught represented
to core Jewish beliefs (such as God, the covenant, redemption and the value of
human life), Greenberg was led to renounce the divine moral authority that
underlay traditional commitment to the covenant and its commandments.
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One had to reject any sense of assurance or certainty in one’s religious life,” and
to view Judaism as essentially a voluntary endeavour. In a post-Holocaust world,
an easy faith was untenable, and what remained was a dialectic of faith and
uncertainty, or ‘troubled theism’. One could, one should, live a life of faith that
was always in crisis, always haunted by doubt. Anything else was unacceptable;
as he saw it: ‘Living in the dialectic becomes one of the verification principles for
alternative theories after the Holocaust.”®

Interestingly, well before he had broached the topic of the Holocaust,
Greenberg had come to the conclusion that only voluntary adherence to the
covenant would elicit true loyalty and commitment to the commandments
(mitzvot). This he had argued with reference to the pragmatics of Western liberal
democracy, in the contrast to experience of totalitarian regimes.’! The Holocaust,
however, gave him alternative rhetorical justification for his reformulation of the
foundations of traditional Judaism. This illustrates a more general point that
many of the positions advocated by Holocaust theologians need not be the direct
result of wrestling with the Shoah, despite appearances to the contrary.

The question of uniqueness is responsible for much of the rhetorical power
of Holocaust Theology, and we have already seen how Fackenheim’s religio-
philosophical analysis depended on the claim that it was an event unlike any other.
One of the fiercest advocates for the uniqueness of the Holocaust was the eclectic
theologian, novelist and publisher, Arthur Cohen, who asserted: “Thought and
the death camps are incommensurable ... the death camps are unthinkable ...
[They are] beyond the discourse of morality and rational condemnation ... [The
death camps represent] a new event, one severed from the connection with the
traditional presuppositions of history, psychology, politics, morality’.?

The term he alighted upon to capture his sense of the Holocaust and the title of
his book published in 1981 was The Tremendum, an allusion to Rudolph Otto’s
Mysterium Tremendum.?® For Cohen, Otto’s idea of the Holy as the awful
presence of God, near and present but unfathomable, mysterious and terrifying,
was useful for beginning to appreciate the human tremendum, the Holocaust,
which was an ‘unparalleled and unfathomable ... celebration of murder’.3* It is
clear that for Cohen the Holocaust surpassed all other events in its extremity and
it uniqueness. Like Fackenheim, he was obsessed with the theological challenge
facing Jews, that is, the problem of how to bridge the chasm that separates them
from their pre-Holocaust traditions and worldview, which are, in the face of the
tremendum, completely inadequate.’® But he also questioned the usefulness of
analysing the event with the familiar conceptual tools of history or of the political
and social sciences, since the Holocaust was so much more than any particular
example of war, or religious or social conflict, or genocide.?® Its mysterious and
alien nature was expressed, in part, by linking it to Otto’s phenomenological idea

of the Holy.
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It is striking that, regardless of whether they viewed the Shoah as unique or
not, none of the thinkers considered to date suggested the oldest explanation
of all for suffering, namely, divine punishment for sin. Several, most notably
Rubenstein, explicitly ruled out this option as morally indefensible when applied
to the innocent suffering that characterized the Holocaust. But in 1986, the
Orthodox thinker Bernard Maza offered an account entitled With Fury Poured
Out that viewed the catastrophe as a divine action calculated to correct the erring
ways of the chosen people. The issue was the allegedly widespread failure of
prewar world Jewry to observe the Torah, that is, to live life in accordance with
the divinely revealed Jewish Law. King Solomon’s prophecy that ‘the sun rises
and the sun sets’ (Ecclesiastes 1:5), which was interpreted by the Talmud as a
reassurance that a sun of Torah always rises somewhere before the sun of Torah
sets, did not match the Jewish youth’s search for new, alternative value-systems
such as socialism and secular Zionism in Eastern Europe and Palestine, and mate-
rialism in North America.’” The Torah’s light was about to be extinguished and
so, with a magnitude never before witnessed, God re-established His sovereignty
over his children. This He accomplished ‘with fury poured out’, in accordance
with the words of Ezekiel.*® According to Maza, then, the disobedience of the
Jews of Europe provoked a divinely orchestrated genocide that in turn brought
about widespread return to Torah-observant Judaism elsewhere, especially in
Israel and the United States.’” While for Maza such action was fully reconcilable
with a heavenly father who chastises those whom he loves, others might well
reject it as callous in the extreme.

Someone who had little or no difficulty seeing God as callous was David
Blumenthal. Sooner or later, someone was bound to question the assumption
that God had to be all-loving and in Facing the Abusing God: A Theology of Protest
(1993) the modern Orthodox scholar argued that the faithful had too often been
in denial about the character of the living God. The biblical tradition could throw
much light on the apparent paradox of why the omnibenevolent and omnipotent
God allowed so much suffering in His creation. It was not difficult to find
passages that revealed His ‘dark side’, such as Job’s suffering for a divine wager
(Job 1:6-12), or the likening of God to a man who humiliates his lover (Jeremiah
13:25-6), or the anger and violence of His actions that caused the Talmudic sages
to exclaim “Were it not written, it would be impossible to speak thus’ (Sanhedrin
95b). Arguably, the Bible showed the creator to be, on occasion at least, abusive
towards his creation.

In considering the collective trauma of the Holocaust, Blumenthal went further
still and provocatively suggested a systematic comparison with the trauma of sexual
abuse. From this perspective he took the lessons that abuse was never the fault of
the abused and that healing was possible, although never complete, if the abuser
was confronted. Observing that no previous theodicy or defence of God’s justice
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had been entirely satisfactory, he believed that it made sense to acknowledge the
reality of the abusive relationship between God and His people.“’ To accept that
God was not omnibenevolent did not make faith impossible. As Blumenthal put
it, “To have faith in a post-holocaust, abuse-sensitive world is, first, to know — to
recognize and to admit — that God is an abusing God, but not always.’41

The application of the problem of evil in theological engagement with the
Holocaust, which lies behind the approaches of most of the religious thinkers con-
sidered so far, was entirely absent from the controversial contribution of the pro-
gressive Jewish liberation theologian Marc Ellis. With Ending Auschwitz (1994),
Ellis attacked Holocaust Theology as a dangerous form of political theology.
Too often, he argued, Jewish suffering during the Shoah was used to whitewash
present-day abuses of Palestinians in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Auschwitz had made
the Jew the paradigmatic victim, a highly privileged status that was extended to
the Jewish nation-state.*> According to Ellis, the theologians shared a widespread
attitude of the Jewish community that had blinded them to the kind of social
inequality and misuse of power in modern Israel which the Jewish people had

suffered in Nazi Europe. As he put it:

I wondered whether in a paradoxical way Auschwitz had perhaps become
for Jews a place of safe haven. For if we dwell in Auschwitz, if we freeze
our history at Auschwitz, we silence the questions others have of us and
in fact we have of ourselves. In this way Auschwitz becomes for us a place
where we can hide our accountability in the present, even as we demand it
insistently of others for their past actions.?

Denying that Zionism was an authentic expression of Jewish values, he chal-
lenged the assumption that the survival of Israel as an end in itself to be fought for
at all costs, especially if what was sacrificed was the prophetic tradition of social
justice which lay at the heart of true Judaism.* For Ellis, an authentic Holocaust
Theology would intertwine the prophetic tradition with lessons from the Shoah:
it would be self-critical and sensitive to real world suffering, condemnatory of
any kind of ideological idolatry, including nationalism, and critical of abuses of
political power, especially any attempts to marginalize others.

In 2003 another powerful critique of the dominant trends within Holocaust
Theology was published that was also concerned with representing a marginalized
perspective. The British Orthodox theologian Melissa Raphael’s 7he Female Face
of God in Auschwitz was the first comprehensive Jewish feminist treatment of
the subject, its criticism being focused on patriarchal conceptions of the divine.
The God of normative Judaism who was central to the theologians” writings was,
she said, too often conflated with the notions of omnipotence and totalitarian
power. According to Raphael, Maybaum had erroneously assumed the necessity
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of God’s dominance of history by violence, Berkovits had mistakenly assumed
that human dignity depended on freedom or the power of autonomy and
Rubenstein had effectively abandoned the God of patriarchal tradition because
He had not been patriarchal enough.®> Such underlying assumptions were pain-
tully ironic considering how similar they were to the ideological conditions that
produced the Holocaust, that is, the Nazi idolization of masculine power.

For Raphael, trained in Christian theology, the alternative was a God who suf-
fered alongside Her children. In developing her very distinctive theology she drew
heavily upon the medieval Jewish mystical belief that catastrophes that befall the
Jews were catastrophic for God, tearing God apart from God-self, and that zikkun
or restoration in God and the world could be brought about when Jews consecrated
the world with their goodness. At the centre of Raphael’s book was a close-reading
of women’s Holocaust testimony, which was used to suggest that their experiences
in the camps were often more co-operative than was generally the case among men,
and which emphasized the importance in survivor testimony of the acts of loving-
kindness upon which camp-sisters so depended for their dignity and self-worth.
Lurianic kabbalistic Judaism, with its conception of a broken God whose divine
sparks need to be restored to the godhead, came to serve as a ‘narrative theological
framework’ for exploring the meaning and significance of such behaviour.*”

In this redemptive Holocaust Theology, God — or the Shekinah, the divine
presence in feminine form which was defined as ‘the love of the Mother-God™#® —
was made manifest in such acts of loving-kindness, even in the shadow of the
camps.®’ Thus the confrontation with Auschwitz demanded for Raphael, as it had
for Rubenstein, the abandonment of the God of tradition, although in her case
the resolution was to be found in a reformulation of Jewish tradition that replaced
patriarchal with matriarchal understandings of the nature of God.

Christian Responses

When it comes to Christian responses to the Holocaust, the theme of a suffering
God looms large and nowhere more so than in Jiirgen Moltmann’s The Crucified
God (1972). The German Protestant theologian’s work is not, in fact, directly
concerned with Auschwitz, but rather with the idea of redemption from, and
faith after, suffering. In this theodical project, the Holocaust effectively represents
human suffering in the modern world. Elsewhere Moltmann recalled how, at first,
he had not viewed the Holocaust as raising questions about suffering but rather
questions about how to live with the guilt of being a German.>® But in time he
became interested in Auschwitz as part of a justification for a new theology which
would ring less hollow in the face of the horrific suffering that had characterized
the twentieth century.
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His primary interest was to relate the meaning of Christ’s cross to an understand-
ing of the nature of God, which resulted in his discoveries that God himself is capa-
ble of suffering,’! and that in Jesus’ dying cry of despair (‘My God, my God, why
have you forsaken me?’), the Son of God not only shared the godforsakenness that
is at the heart of suffering, but also joins in protest against it.”* In support of these
ideas, Moltmann interprets the survivor and novelist Elie Wiesel’s famous image of
a child hanged on the gallows as symbolic of God’s presence and suffering along-
side His creatures in Auschwitz.>® Likewise, he explores rabbinic teachings about
God entering exile alongside and suffering with His people.** Controversially,
then, Moltmann offers a redemptive perspective on the Holocaust in that the suf-
fering love of God is recognized to be the driving force for human love to continue
to persevere in hope, even in the face of the final negation, death. As he puts it,
‘God in Auschwitz and Auschwitz in the crucified God — that is the basis for a real
hope which both embraces and overcomes the world, and the ground for a love
which is stronger than death and can sustain death.”

Whereas Moltmann had come at Auschwitz somewhat tangentially, Franklin
Littell's The Crucifixion of the Jews (1975) placed the destruction of the Jews at
the centre of his study, or, rather, he placed the failure of the Church to prevent
the destruction of the Jews and its failure to oppose Nazism at its centre. A North
American Methodist minister who was part of the American occupation of post-
war Germany and an early proponent of the academic study of the Holocaust,
Littell was uninterested in questions relating to theodicy. He was instead obsessed
with questions about the Church Struggle or Kirchenkampf, that is, the compli-
cated relations between the Protestant Church bodies and the Third Reich and
the consequent intra-Church conflict between the pro-Nazi German Christians
and their opponents known collectively as the Confessing Church.

The behaviour of Christians during the Holocaust, and especially the idea that
they had betrayed their own religio-ethical teachings, has been fundamental to
the debates among Christian Holocaust theologies, and Littell’s book is a classic
condemnation of Christian antisemitism. Littell argued that the prime problem
was the ‘superseding myth’ which had proved to have ‘murderous implications’.>¢
Here we see an early statement of what has become known as the ‘rhetoric of
continuity’, an assertion of a direct line of causation from the first to the mid-
twentieth centuries.”” From early on in its history, he explained, the Church had
preached that God had finished with the Jews and that it had become the New
Israel, with the consequence that it had discarded the Jewish roots of its faith.
Such mistakes had come about by misreading the New Testament. In this, Littell
adopted a conservative position in relation to the question of whether or not the
Christian scriptures were intrinsically anti-Judaic.>®

Nevertheless, he offered a radical programme of restoration and repentance
in response to Christian guilt, raising issues that would come to dominate the
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ongoing Christian discourse concerning Auschwitz. Among other things, he chal-
lenged Gentile Christians to accept that they had been in rebellion against God
and that the Holocaust needed to be woven into Christian liturgies to remind
them of this painful truth.” He categorized the establishment of the state of Israel
as revelatory of God’s ongoing love of the Jewish people, calling on Christians
to support Zionism as an expression of their faith in the God of Israel.®* And he
argued that the Jew should be rescued from Christian theology, to be accepted
on his own terms, and that therefore (logically) all missionary activities should
cease.!

The Canadian Roman Catholic theologian Gregory Baum was perhaps the
most systematic and authoritative proponent of the idea that the Christian mis-
sion aimed at the Jews should cease after the Holocaust. As a theological advisor to
the committee responsible for several influential documents produced during the
Second Vatican Council, including ‘On the Church’s relation to Non-Christian
Religions’ in Nostra Aetate (1965), Baum was well placed to consider the ques-
tion. His article ‘Rethinking the Church’s Mission after Auschwitz’ (1977) began
with the statement: ‘After Auschwitz the Christian churches no longer wish to
convert the Jews. While they may not be sure of the theological grounds that
dispense them from this mission, the churches have become aware that asking the
Jews to become Christians is a spiritual way of blotting them out of existence and
thus only reinforces the effects of the Holocaust.”®?

Partly, he suggested, the Church had become increasingly embarrassed by the
political meaning implicit in missionary activity; it had become sensitive to its close
association with Western imperialism and the way in which theological universal-
ism had manifested itself in the suppression of all other religions and their associated
cultures.®® But it was after hearing ‘the voice of the Holocaust’, which had generated
‘a new openness to Jewish faith’,% that the Church had begun actively to reinterpret
its mission in terms of dialogue and service.®> He recognized, however, that the new
policies had little impact on a great number of Christians because, he argued, the
negation of Christianity was built into the central symbols of Christianity, such as
the portrayal of Judaism as spiritual bondage and of Christ alone as offering salva-
tion. These symbols were powerful and no individual could mitigate their negative
influence in wider culture, even if, as an individual, he was capable of resisting their
power in his own life.®® While such symbols had for centuries acted as a legitimiza-
tion of ecclesiastical structure and social power, they could and should be reinter-
preted in a post-Holocaust world. Judaism’s bondage might be better expressed
as loyalty to God and rejection of all forms of idolatry, and the Church’s claim to
be the unique source of saving truth was better understood as a judgment on the
systems of worldly power rather than of the great world religions.®’

From the beginning, many Christians have been confused by the idea that
Christianity, a religion of love, should need to make deep-rooted theological
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changes as a result of the genocide of the Jews by the Nazi regime. The North
American Stephen T. Davis illustrated the position of many Evangelicals in
his carefully worded rebuttal, ‘Evangelical Christians and Holocaust Theology’
(1981). Here he took exception with the attempt to liken the crucifixion of
the Jews to the crucifixion of Christ, or with the demand that ‘Christians must
give up Christian themes that are offensive to Jews, e.g. the notion that Jesus
is the messiah or the notion that Christians ought to engage in evangelism.’®®
He asserted that there was no necessary connection between the belief that
Christianity succeeded Judaism and antisemitism, let alone genocide. In the first
place, Davis could cite Paul in Romans 9-11 to show that ‘Israel has a continued
role to play in God’s redemptive plan’; it was not the case, then, that there was no
longer any justification for the existence of Judaism.®> And in the second place,
‘Antisemitism and genocide are both about as clearly contrary to the Christian
ethics as anything is.”7°

The strategy he adopted was primarily based on the distinction between ‘cul-
tural Christians’ and ‘committed Christians’. The historic attitudes of the Church,
he admitted, had ‘distort[ed] true Christian teachings’ about the Jews, and all
kinds of Christians at the time of the Holocaust had been attracted to ‘idolatrous
nationalism’ at that time, and furthermore many committed Christians had
remained silent in the face of genocide. And yet it would be wrong, he maintained,
to say that Christians had been responsible for the horrors of the Holocaust, for
in the end it had been cultural Christians who had committed the acts of murder
and genocide. Authentic, evangelical Christianity, as defined by Davis, was left
essentially untouched by the Holocaust, according to such an analysis.

Davis’ defence was precisely the kind of foil against which the emerging
Holocaust Theology movement defined itself; according to this perspective, those
who sought to preserve the integrity of Christian teaching after Auschwitz had
simply failed to grasp the enormity of the catastrophe and the central and struc-
tural role Christian theology had played.”! For example, Roy and Alice Eckardt
argued in Long Night’s Journey into Day (1982) that the Shoah was nothing less
than revelational. It was God’s will that Christians reorientate themselves with
regard to Jews and Judaism, and this meant, as it had for Littell, demythologiz-
ing the Jew so that he no longer played out a bit role on the stage of Christian
salvation history and supporting of the state of Israel, which represented the nor-
malization of the Jew.”? In addition, it meant replacing certain central symbols
of Christian belief — after Auschwitz, for instance, how could one maintain any
longer the cross as the ultimate symbol of godforsakenness? The Eckardts’ answer
is clear in their suggestion that the calendar should be divided into ‘Before the
Final Solution (BFS)’ and ‘in the year of the Final Solution (FS)’.”

At the heart of their provocative work was a belief that the proper focus
of enquiry was the antisemitism that had brought about the Holocaust.
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Antisemitism was, in their view, a frighteningly inexplicable phenomenon which
entirely frustrated rational enquiry.”4 What could explain the longevity and
power of such hatred? Their response was a breathless appeal to the realm of the
supernatural and rejection of core sacred texts.

Our simple persuasion is that it is extremely difficult to speak meaningfully
of the hatred of Jews without speaking of a demonic force or a concatena-
tion of such forces ... The devil is a totally unique power that concentrates
upon totally unique evil ... Is there an evil in this world that is uniquely
evil? Yes, we have already spoken of it. That evil is antisemitism. The devil
and antisemitism are correlate symbols: antisemitism is born of the devil
and the devil receives his sustenance from anti-Semitism ... [There is
nothing like antisemitism. Accordingly, it is appropriate to speak of the
devil ... He is the god of anti-Semitism ... Thus while the Fourth Gospel
was written down by a man who may have carried the name John, the
hidden source of John 8:42—47 may be understood as the devil himself ...
We suggest that so mysterious a phenomenon as antisemitism may well
require consideration of a demonic force or forces if it is ever going to be
reasonably comprehended.”

The shocking claims of the Eckardts — even equating God and the devil at one
point’® — put them at the extreme end of the spectrum of Christian theologians
who not only took seriously the challenges of the Shoah but who sought to be
seen to do so.

Without doubt, the most systematic and comprehensive Christian response
to the Holocaust is the three-volume work entitled A Theology of the Jewish-
Christian Encounter (1980-88)”” by the North American Episcopalian Paul van
Buren. Van Buren was closely associated with the Death of God movement, like
Rubenstein, and had lost patience with moderates like Littell who had tried to
reform Christian teaching so as to temper the effect of its anti-Judaic theology.
What was required was a radical transformation and reorientation of the funda-
mentals of Christianity.

Van Buren began with the nature of revelation, which he believed was
always occasioned by events that challenged received tradition and which,
after re-orientating the community and its direction in history, became part of
tradition in their turn.”® In his own day, said van Buren, the dominant tradi-
tion that God had rejected the Jews had been challenged by portentous events,
namely, the threat of the annihilation of the people of Israel during the Holocaust
and the re-establishment of a Jewish state after two millennia. This had gener-
ated a revelatory vision of the reality of both the effect of Christian antisemitism
and of God’s continued interest in the Jews. The Church now appeared to be
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reorienting itself, as evidenced by its postwar interest in the Jewish roots of
Christianity and in Christian Zionism.”

Another fundamental element of Christian theology ripe for revision was the
idea of the Covenant between God and Israel. The Church had badly misun-
derstood Paul’s image of the grafting of the wild olive branch (Romans 11)3°
if it believed that God’s covenant with the Jews was over.8! Drawing on the
Jewish philosopher Franz Rosenzweig, he argued that Jesus’ words in John 14:6
(‘No-one comes to the Father except through me’) did not apply to the Jews,
since they were already with the Father.®” The ultimate solution, then, was to
reject centuries of supersessionist teaching that saw the Church as the New Israel,
and to understand that the divine Covenant with Israel was an eternal one,8?
which the Gentiles had been incorporated by grace. The mission of the Jewish
People remained the same as ever, to remind the world of the need to partner the
one true God in perfecting creation.’® The mission of the Gentile Church was
simply to facilitate this.®

From this remarkable perspective, conversion of the Jews was nonsensica
and while the Torah-obedient Jesus had been the human means by which the
Gentiles had been grafted on to the vine, his significance to the Jews was only
as one who had renewed the covenant in fulfilment of Jeremiah’s prophecy of
‘a new covenant’ (Jeremiah 31:31).8 The sacred obligation of the Church accord-
ing to van Buren’s ‘new Theology of Israel’ was clear. The Holocaust recalled
a catastrophic failure of this obligation, and Christian attention and energy
should now be focused on the state of Israel. As he explained, modern Zionism
is, ‘surely a step in the direction of the fulfillment of the promise of Israel’s
election ... Anti-Zionism is in fact an anti-Jewish position. To be against Zion is
to be against Israel. It was so in biblical times and it is so now ... The Church is
called to fight the defamation of the Jewish state’.®8

No one went further than van Buren in the post-Holocaust programme to
reconstruct Christianity from the ground up, and certainly no one was more
concerned to put Christian Zionism at its centre.

Perhaps the most interesting figure in the Christian debate, and someone who
set herself in complete opposition to those who would justify theologically the
relationship between the Holocaust and the Jewish state, was that of the Catholic
feminist theologian, Rosemary Radford Ruether. Already in 1974, she had made
an significant impact with her study, Faith and Fratricide; the Theological Roots
of Anti-Semitism, and related publications, which had developed the scholarship
of James Parkes and Jules Isaac and explored the emergence of the Christian
‘teaching of contempt’ and, in particular, the Adversos Judeos (‘Against the Jews’)
tradition of the Church Fathers.®’

Her particular contribution had been to focus on High Christology, that is, the
conception of Christ as divine rather than human, as the root cause of this hostile
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186
>



Theology

tradition and, ultimately, of the Holocaust. The Jewish rejection of Jesus as God
had, in a pagan environment where religions jostled in competition, forced a
Christian response that demonized the Jews as incapable of recognizing the truth
by their very nature. As she had put it, ‘Anti-Judaism developed theologically in
Christianity as the left-hand of Christology. That is to say, anti-Judaism was the
negative side of the Christian claim that Jesus was the Christ.°

With her credentials and commitment to improving Jewish-Christian relations
firmly established, it was most disturbing, then, when in 1989 Radford Ruether
and her husband Herman published 7he Wrath of Jonah: The Crisis of Religious
Nationalism in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. This was an unrelenting critique of
Zionism that included an extended and savage attack on the uncritical support
offered by Holocaust theologians. Like Marc Ellis, her counter-history sought
to demonstrate that political Zionism had been a minority concern among Jews
prior to the Second World War and was not so much an authentic expression
of the prophet roots of Judaism as ‘a movement deeply flawed by ethnocentric
nationalism and Western colonialist views of the Arab world’.”! Also like Ellis,
she believed that the real lesson of Auschwitz was the ethical imperative to side
with the oppressed and persecuted:

No-one’s antisemitism is justified because some Jews, too, may be oppressors.
The proper response to any revelation of injustice is compassion for the
victims but also sorrow for the victimizers, for theirs is the moral tragedy.
The point of authentic criticism of evil is not to justify more hatred and
violence but to end the cycle of hatred and violence. This is what Jewish and
Christian Holocaust theologians have failed to do, precisely by accepting the
Zionist view that the response to the Holocaust means uncritical support for
the state of Israel.”?

For Radford Ruether, the pro-Israeli political theology of Christian liberals in
particular was the flip-side of racial antisemitism and was driven by a misguided
sense of guilt or repentance for Christian culpability for the Shoah. Rather than
making reparations, she warned, it was adding to the list of injustices perpetrated
in the name of Christianity.”

Conclusion

‘Holocaust Theology’ does not constitute a strictly coherent discourse, to the
extent that some have even questioned the usefulness of the term.” The various
contributions are highly idiosyncratic and often too personal and too much the
product of an individual thinker to justify sweeping claims about the strengths
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or weaknesses of theology as a specific approach to the Shoah. There is also a
great deal of overlap with other disciplinary approaches, especially philosophy
and history. And one must not forget that we are including here both Jewish and
Christian perspectives, which, while they share much in common, also diverge
significantly in terms of their interests and assumptions. Nonetheless, a few obser-
vations can be made, further to those established in the introduction.

The kinds of religious explorations encompassed by Holocaust Theology raise a
whole host of theoretical and methodological issues for philosophers, theologians
and historians. Katz has identified, among other things, debates about how to
categorize historical events in relation to moral categories such as good or evil,
whether historical events can confirm or deny theological affirmations, whether
Jewish history is distinct from history per se, the uniqueness of the Holocaust
and the implications (or not) for religion, the nature of the evidence for divine
providence and of revelation, the Problem of Evil, the relevance of traditional,
scriptural resources, and the connection (if any) between the Holocaust and the
Land of Israel.”

Despite the fact that some of the works we have considered are theodic in nature
and concerned to justify God’s ways, Braiterman’s perceptive observation that key
works of Jewish Holocaust Theology are best described as ‘antitheodic’ (or that
they emphasize such an attitude, at least) hints at the way in which Holocaust
Theology can be distinguished from other theologies of suffering. Recently, Garner
has added the category of ‘atheodic’ to include those approaches ‘which seek to
neither justify nor protest God’s relation to suffering; rather they seek to focus on
consolatory themes of divine co-suffering, restoration/healing, or the dissolution of
the problem into divine mystery/inscrutability’.® In particular, Garner has noted
the coincidence that a remarkable number of Jewish theologies have drawn upon
Jewish mysticism and attributes this, at least in part, to a tendency to refuse to
address the traditional challenge of evil and suffering.

The categories of antitheodicy and atheodicy seem to work as well for some
of the Christian theologies as they do for the Jewish, and some might argue that
such characteristic features of the discourse indicates the profound influence of
the Holocaust. Others, such as Solomon, would be quick to counter that it is
modernity and the loss of trust in traditional authority and scripture, rather than
the Holocaust itself, that has brought about the refusal to attempt to justify God
in the face of catastrophic human suffering.”” In this context, Morgan’s study of
the interplay between contemporary culture and the Jewish religious responses
reinforces the importance of historicity, that is, the historical-situatedness of the
thinkers, for understanding the development of their ideas, and in particular
the way in which Jewish thinkers have grappled with the question of whether
an historical event (in this case, the Shoah) can influence or modify a religious
tradition.”® The same attention to cultural influences and academic trends is
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found in one of the few dedicated surveys of Christian Holocaust theologies
by Haynes, who also demonstrates the extent to which a number of people had
incorporated Jewish thought into their own post-Holocaust theologies.”

Arguably, the cross-fertilization and intellectual indebtedness among Jewish and
Christian respondents makes Holocaust Theology one of the most creative areas of
postwar Jewish-Christian interaction, today. It is worth re-emphasizing one impor-
tant concern here, namely, the role of God in the arena of history. The rationalist,
naturalist assumptions that have characterized the study of history in the West for
two centuries had convinced liberal-minded Jewish and Christian theologians to
be very cautious about using the past as evidence for God’s active engagement in
the world, and even to refrain from so doing.'® As we have seen, the Holocaust
has enticed a good number of thinkers to reconsider this position and to seck to
demonstrate the divine presence in history from a post-Holocaust perspective.
Arguably, this represents the key intellectual contribution of ‘Holocaust Theology’
to the academic discipline of modern theology more generally.

Finally, a word about how Jewish and Christian Holocaust theologies have
fared in their constituent communities. The importance given to the Holocaust
by Jewish theologians is generally shared within the wider Jewry, and many of
the academic debates can be found reflected in popular discourse, too. The chal-
lenge to the religious and communal establishment has been successful in that the
Holocaust is centre-stage in popular Jewish religious and non-religious culture,
even if there is certainly a fierce debate between those who view the centrality of
the Holocaust as an obsession with victimhood, and those who believe it to be
vital for ensuring Jewish continuity.

In contrast, the Christian theologians we have considered have not found the
wider Christian community interested in the implications of the Shoah to any-
thing like the same degree. Here, the challenge to the religious and communal
establishment has been only partially successful. The official statements issued on
the subject by Church authorities have been much more conservative and much
less ambitious than many of the theologians would have wanted,!! and even the
idea that the Holocaust and its implications are important to Christian theology
has had almost no impact at a communal level.
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Notes

1 A recently published collection of Jewish responses to the Shoah includes a number
of ultra-Orthodox Jewish works written at the time of the catastrophe. Steven T. Katz,
Shlomo Biderman and Gershon Greenberg, Wrestling with God: Jewish Theological
Responses During and after the Holocaust (Oxford/New York, NY: Oxford University Press,
2007). One example is Rabbi Kalonymos Kalmish Shapira, a Chassidic leader in the Warsaw
Ghetto who died in Majdanek in 1942; his sermons and writings were later published as
Esh Kodesh (Sacred Fire) and reveal a range of coping strategies from viewing the Nazi
persecution of the Jews as a test of faith, to protesting its unfairness, to urging against
despair, to expressing pity for God who is seen to suffer with his people. Kalonymos Kalmish
Shapira, Sacred Fire: Torah from the Years of Fury, 1939-1942, trans. J. Hershy Worch
(Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 2002).
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Jews, Jewish Studies and Holocaust Historiography

Boaz Cohen

Can the story of the Holocaust be told without taking into account its victims
the Jews? While it may sound incongruous, it is clear that this question and the
different answers to it inform Holocaust research and writing from the early
postwar years until today, the early twenty-first century. What story do we glean
from the Holocaust? Is it a story of the perpetrators — ‘perpetrator history’ — that
tells how the Germans and their collaborators murdered the Jews, or is it a Jewish
story — one telling how Jews /ived and acted under the Nazi regime and sub-
sequent murder operations? And where do we posit this story? Will it be a chapter
in German history or in Jewish history? If we decide it belongs in German or
European history then what is the place of attitudes towards the Jews, specifically
antisemitism, in this story? If it belongs in Jewish history will it be integrated into
that history or will it become a field apart?

The discussion on the Holocaust and the Jews can be broken down into three
main issues: the centrality of antisemitism in the Final Solution; the importance
of the Jewish voice and sources for our understanding of the Final Solution; and
the experience of the Jews not only as murder victims but also as a people ‘living
before they were killed’, continuing the process of Jewish history. This chapter will
address the unfolding of the above discussion through sixty-five years of writing
and research on the Holocaust. But at first there is a need to investigate the early
concerns of those who wanted to devote themselves to writing the Holocaust.

Early Concerns: ‘Judeo-centric’ or ‘Nazi-centric’
History?

From the early days after the Holocaust, survivor intellectuals and historians were
wary of the marginalization of the Holocaust. This anxiety was one of the main
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reasons for the establishment of historical commissions and documentation centres.
These organizations gathered testimonies, collected Jewish and German documents,
monitored and participated in the trials of war criminals and published various
materials." It was obvious to their activists that it was their responsibility and mis-
sion to ensure that the Holocaust (although that word was not yet used) would
be remembered and researched. However, while they had an impressive record of
collecting and publishing, their work was not integrated into the mainstream of
historical research. By 1955, Philip Friedman — one of the first survivor historians
and a major figure in Holocaust research until his death in 1960 — could sum up
the situation pertaining to the field of Holocaust research: he maintained that most
of published works on the Holocaust,? ‘are solely concerned with the subject of
anti-Jewish hostility and its effects, and no more’. He claimed that, ‘we cannot rest
content with a study of the persecutions and the reactions they provoked, such as
uprisings and other acts of resistance’. In opposition to this approach, which he
referred to as ‘Nazi-centric’, he proposed a Judeo-centric’ one: “What we need is a
history of the Jewish people during the period of Nazi rule, in which the central role
is to be played by the Jewish People [italics in original]. This inquiry into the history
of the Jews during the Holocaust, he emphasized, must stem from seeing the Jewish
people ‘not only as the victim of a tragedy, but also as the bearer of a communal
existence with all the manifold and numerous aspects involved’.?

Friedman felt that there might be resistance to this idea of focusing on internal
Jewish history, because that approach could be viewed as particularistic and osten-
sibly of no interest to world history. But he maintained that even if that were true,
Jewish historians must ‘facilitate an understanding of Jewish ways of life and Jewish
internal developments’; they have a duty to their own people. Beyond that, Friedman
believed that the study of the Jewish people had a universal value as well, because the
Jews, too, are part of universal history — ‘every individual and every community is a
part of universal history’, including the Jews. The study of Jewish life, therefore, is
significant also ‘from a universal point of view’. The ghettos and camps served as the
‘test tube of a vast psycho-sociological laboratory’, because this was ‘the first time in
the history of human civilization a group of people of a comprehensive social struc-
ture and with a highly developed cultural and social standard found themselves com-
pelled to live under the shadow of death, yet managed to leave for posterity survivors
to tell the story and a significant amount of information on what had taken place’.*

The Importance of Holocaust Research
for the Jewish People

For the early survivor-historians, the Holocaust was a personal and conceptual crisis
that undercut the basic axioms of the collective Jewish national and individual
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identity, both inwardly and outwardly. It raised existential problems that posed
questions about the basic values of Jewish collective existence, relations between
Israel and the nations, and the essence of Jewish national existence and Jewish
solidarity. Their writings show that even though they extolled the moral conduct
of individuals and groups, the Holocaust undermined their faith in social systems
and in human beings’ ability to lead moral lives in an insane and cynical world.
They saw the research of the Holocaust as an essential tool in the quest for an
appropriate remedy.

For Yosef Kermish, a member of Poland’s Jewish historical commission and
the first director of the Yad Vashem archive, research had a ‘burning current
relevance’ and he believed that there was ‘a sacred obligation’ to conduct it.
It had contemporary consequences because it had to do with the survival of the
Jewish people as a collective that could function as a nation. The Holocaust and
its lesson must ‘serve as a stern warning to Jews’ in the post-Holocaust world:

We do not want the events of the recent past to be left as no more than a
memory and monument. They should instead serve as a silent admonition
and warning that we must draw national conclusions for the generations. We
have a sacred obligation to learn the lessons of the trials of this generation ...
a generation that stood face to face with annihilation, a generation that lived
all of Jewish history and the trials of all the generations.’

For him, the ‘annihilation’ — i.e. the Holocaust — was the essence of ‘all Jewish
history’ and, in fact, the essence of its failure. Consequently, ‘the sacred obligation
to learn [its] lessons’, of which he spoke, casts a new light on the call to employ
the appropriate methods and approaches when researching the Holocaust.
History was seen as a discipline with an application: its study was worthwhile only
if a lesson could be drawn from it.°

Jewish Issues of Holocaust Research

From the early post-Holocaust days onwards, several Jewish issues of the Holocaust
had been defined: the coping of Jewish community, community structures and
individual Jews under Nazi rule; Jewish leadership under the Nazis; and the
behaviour of Jews in the free world, especially of the leadership of the Yishuv — the
Jewish community in Eretz-Israel (Palestine) — vis-a-vis the Jews under Nazi rule.

‘How did we endure this trial?’ asked Nathan Eck, Warsaw Ghetto survivor
who went on to work in Yad Vashem. ‘How did all of us withstand this test —
both the millions who were tortured and exterminated and the millions who
were not touched by the hands of the torturer and murderer?”” The events of
the Holocaust raised questions and problems ‘that trouble our generation and
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sometimes penetrate to the depths of the soul’,’ as the Holocaust undermined the
self-image of the Jews of Eastern Europe and defied many of their fundamental
beliefs. In particular, it challenged the notion of the Jews as one people, a national
and ethnic group bound together by a sense of mutual responsibility. Moral
lapses in the ghettos and camps, and the problem of Jewish leadership under
Nazi rule, undermined the conventional view of Jewish society. All the fury,
disappointment and guilt were directed first of all inward, at the Jews themselves.
Their overwhelming sense was one of failure. Eck doubted the possibility of arriv-
ing at valid conclusions in these matters; he was afraid of ‘a lack of bravery, pangs
of conscience, doubts about the possibility of finding the correct answer and the
fear of the answer should it be found’.” Nevertheless, investigating these issues
was an essential step on the road to the rehabilitation of the Jewish people, as
these researchers understood it: the fruits of scholarship had to be of practical use.

High on the early historians’ scale of research priorities was the question of the
behaviour of the Jews of the Free World and their leaders during the Holocaust.
‘Were the Jewish people one and united?” they asked. “Was there a single inter-
national Jewry during the Holocaust? One people in body and soul?’'® While
certainly aware of the judgmental attitude, expressed by those who had not been
there, concerning the Jews’ behaviour during the Holocaust, they argued that the
issue of what the Jews of the Free World had or had not done then was no less
a matter of concern than the question about the conduct of the Jews who had
endured the horrors. Faced with the question of whether ‘they resisted or did not
resist’, they posed the countervailing issue of the attitude of ‘the Jews who had
not been in the ghetto and the concentration camps to the Jews who had been
there’. Eck asked, “What kind of action and conduct were shown by that sector
of the Jewish people in the presence of the catastrophe that struck the other part
of our people, those who were caught in Hitler’s trap?” He went on, “Were they
traumatized by the reports about the extermination? How did this trauma affect
their mood, their actions, their way of life, and so on?’!!

But not only moods were to be investigated, the actions taken or not taken
were also to be examined: ‘Could they have saved something? Did they at least
do everything that was possible aimed at rescue?” asked Meir (Marek) Dworzecki,
who went on to establish the world’s first chair of Holocaust Studies in Bar Ilan
University in 1959.12

Who Should Write the History of the Jews during
the Holocaust?

In the first decade after the Holocaust it became obvious to perceptive observers
that historians of the Jews did not undertake writing the history of the Holocaust.
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Major historians of the Jews, such as Salo Baron in the United States and Ben Zion
Dinur and Yitzhak Ber in Jerusalem, did not drop their work and research projects
in order to start researching the Jewish catastrophe. Some reasons have been given
for this inaction. Historically, the event was very close and it was very hard if not
impossible to attain the perspective needed for research. No less than that was the
emotional problem — it was very hard to block the shock and pain and embark on
academic ‘objective’ research. There was also the question of sources. Aside from
millions of German documents that had yet to be sifted and analysed, there seemed
to be hardly any sources to write Jewish history of the Holocaust. Even erstwhile
Jewish or Zionist Israeli historian Ben Zion Dinur, who was the first chair of Yad
Vashem and the Minister of Education, was only willing to integrate the Holocaust
as distant chapters in a general research project of a history of destroyed European
Jewish communities from their establishment hundreds of years ago.'

It looked as if the only people working on writing a history of the Jews during
the Holocaust would be the survivor historians — those East European Jewish
scholars who went through the Holocaust, established the historical commissions
and published the early monographs on the period (including the one active in
the West: the French Centre de documentation juive contemporaine, which pub-
lished work by its researchers Joseph Billig, Georges Wellers and Léon Poliakov).
But their work was mostly in Yiddish and Hebrew and did not provoke similar
work in the wider academic world.'4

This led to a divide between Jewish Studies and Holocaust Studies. This divide
was exacerbated by the fact that the magnitude of the event and its special char-
acter put it in a different sector from ‘standard’ Jewish history. Speaking in 1968,
Lenny Yahil was one of the first researchers to address this problem:

The Holocaust was not seen as one of the many tragedies that overtook
the Jewish people but instead as “The Catastrophe’ ... It was looked upon
as being isolated from everything previously known and accepted. Special
memorial institutions were established, others were set up to collect docu-
mentation, memoirs and evidence were assembled. [Bringing about] the
intentional isolation of the research from the mainstream of Jewish histori-
ography, as if it were an entirely separate field. It is as if all the instruments
and conceptions of Jewish historiography that had hitherto existed did not
enable us to study this period; as if it must be circumvented in contemplating
the history of the people.”

While Yahil, an Israeli who was in the beginning of her career, hoped to see this
divide closing, it has been widening ever since. Historian David Engel has made the
‘sequestering’ of the Holocaust by historians of the Jews the focus of his research
in the early 2000s. In Historians of the Jews and the Holocaust he claims that the
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reluctance of historians of the Jews to research the Holocaust and to integrate it into
Jewish history has only become more apparent as we get further away from the event.

“The Holocaust should not lead to a major reshaping of Jewish history,” claimed
Paula Hyman. “The fact that I know and mourn the destruction of European
Jewry does not mean that I should interpret what happened in 1750, 1800 or 1900
differently that I would interpret it had the destruction of European Jewry had
not taken place.’!® It seems that many of these historians felt that the Holocaust
threatened their ability to research modern Jewish history and specifically the
(triumphalist) march of the Jews into modernity and modern European culture.
It also challenged present-day assumptions guiding their research, values and
identity based on this modernizing process. Therefore they saw the Holocaust as
constituting ‘an interruption of Jewish history; its occurrence should be preserved
and the suffering of the victims noted but after doing so observers should return
to the main highway leaving the momentary disturbance behind’.'” Unlike their
colleagues in the fields of Jewish philosophy and theology who have recognized the
Holocaust as a seminal event challenging and demanding new modes of thinking
and writing, historians of the Jews ‘have raised the demand to insulate themselves
from the Holocaust’s influence to a vital principal from which deviation is to be
condemned’.!®

Holocaust without Jews: Writing Perpetrator History

Writing on the Third Reich had already started during the Second World War.
Intellectuals in general and historians in particular were fascinated by the Nazi
regime, Nazism, Hitler and so on. As Lucy Dawidowicz has shown in 7he
Holocaust and the Historians, the Final Solution and the extermination of the
Jews were glaringly absent or marginalized in this literature."”” Thus in books on
Nazi Germany by noted historians A.J.P. Taylor, H.R. Trevor-Roper and Alan
Bullock antisemitism and the murder of the Jews warranted only a cursory treat-
ment and a few sentences. In the USSR and the Eastern Bloc, the situation was
even worse with a refusal to acknowledge the Final Solution and Jewish casual-
ties. The Jewish victims of the Holocaust lost their identity and distinct fate, and
became dead Soviet (or other) citizens in that literature.

Even when focusing on the murder of the Jews, the research was clearly
inclined in the direction of ‘perpetrator history’ (Ziterforschung); the little that
was written about the Jewish aspect did not fit into the general trend. A major
reason for this was the availability of hundreds of thousands of German docu-
ments, which had fallen into the Allies’ hands and had been employed in the war
crimes’ trials. Scholars were inundated with this material, and its critical mass
funnelled and dictated their research orientations and priorities.?’
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Viewing the Holocaust through the eyes of the perpetrators is most obvious
in the seminal work of Raul Hilberg: 7he Destruction of European Jews.*' Hilberg
was able, through painstaking work on German documents collected by the
Americans, to trace Nazi policies and actions towards the Jews and the path lead-
ing to the Final Solution. According to Hilberg, the research of the Holocaust
was basically a research of the Germans and their allies:

I had already decided to write about the German perpetrators. The destruc-
tion of the Jews was a German deed. It was implemented in German offices,
in German culture. I was convinced from the very beginning of my work
that without an insight into the actions of the perpetrators, one could not
grasp history in its full dimensions. The perpetrator had the overview, he
alone was the key. It was through his eyes that I had to view the happening
from its genesis to its culmination.??

Hilberg’s approach, determined by his training as a political scientist, was to
research the Final Solution through an in-depth analysis of the German adminis-
tration. His research showed the Holocaust through the eyes of German officials,
dignitaries and leaders. It gave us unprecedented insight to the mechanism of
destruction but had its downsides as well. In such an analysis there was not much
room for the theme of antisemitism, even in the context of Hitler’s ideology and
policy decisions. Moreover, in such a research framework, there was not much
room for the Jews — their actions, views and interaction with the Germans who
ruled over them, and, of course, there was no place for their community life and
survival strategies. Through the prism of the German bureaucracy the Jews were
slated for murder, and murdered they were. They were passive as well as docile
and, apart from a few outbursts, they fulfilled their accorded role.

Hilberg tried to explain the (German ascribed) passivity of the Jews during the
Holocaust. The key, he claimed, lay in the course of Jewish History. In a widely
quoted and contested chapter he claimed that looking:

at the whole Jewish reaction pattern, we notice that in its two salient fea-
tures it is an attempt to avert action and, failing that, automatic compliance
with orders. Why is this so? Why did the Jews act in this way? ... They
hoped that somehow the German drive would spend itself. This hope was
founded on a two-thousand-year-old experience. In exile, the Jews had
always been in a minority; they had always been in danger; but they had
learned that they could avert danger and survive destruction by placating
and appeasing their enemies ... This experience was so ingrained in the
Jewish consciousness as to achieve the force of law ... A two-thousand-
year-old lesson could not be unlearned; the Jews could not make the switch
[to resistance]. They were helpless.??
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However, Hilberg got his Jewish history wrong on two counts: first of all, if he
had consulted Jewish and bystander sources he would have found that Jews during
the Holocaust were far from passive, even if not partaking in armed resistance.
Secondly, a cursory look at modern European Jewish history would have shown
that since the onset of emancipation and modernity it is almost impossible to talk
of one ‘Jewish reaction pattern’. The choices made by Jews during the Holocaust
reflected the varying levels of political and personal identification of Jews with the
national states of modern Europe, their ascribing to political ideologies and their
political experience either as a fighting minority or an assimilating one.?*

Further Away from the Holocaust of the Jews

Research and writing from the 1970s onwards focused on the Third Reich rather
than on its victims. The functionalist-intentionalist debate was one example of
this trend. Here, there were major German historians debating the Final Solution:
was it Hitler’s original intention to murder the Jews of Europe and did he start the
Second World War with this intention in mind and unfolded a masterplan for its
implementation? This is the ‘intentionalist’ view. Or was the murder of the Jews
an unplanned and haphazard result of ‘cumulative radicalization’ of the German
power structure??> According to the latter theory, the ‘functionalist’ approach,
the mass murder of the Jews came to be through a twisted road characterized by
inner-Nazi wrangling, ad hoc decisions and personal initiatives. Therefore Hitler,
Nazi ideology and antisemitism played a minor part in the machinations of the
Final Solution. It is sufficient to say that for the functionalists, the Holocaust
serves more as an instructive demonstration of what Nazi Germany was about
than a story of the German extermination of the Jews.?

Another example of the expunging of the Jews and the attitudes towards
them from the discourse of the Holocaust can be seen in the work of socio-
logist Zygmunt Bauman. In a series of works,”” Bauman claimed that to see the
Holocaust ‘as something which happened to the Jews; as an event in the Jewish
history’ serves only ‘to belittle, misjudge, or shrug off the significance of the
Holocaust for the theory of civilization, of modernity, of modern civilization’.
For him, it was a mistake that made the Holocaust ‘unique, comfortably unchar-
acteristic, and sociologically inconsequential’.?® He claimed that the Holocaust
should serve to underscore the inherent dangers of the advent of modernity
and its civilizing process. It could succeed only because of ‘the skilful utilization
of “moral sleeping pills” made available by modern bureaucracy and modern
technology.” Therefore, ‘the Holocaust-style phenomena must be recognized as
legitimate outcomes of the civilizing tendency, and its constant potential’ and
that this is the major lesson of the Holocaust.*
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Bauman went on to claim that most atrocities of the twentieth century could
be traced to the Enlightenment and its modernizing ethos. Thus the murder of
six million Jews was for Bauman just another case of modern society’s propensity
towards violence aimed at ‘purity’, at those who didn’t belong. The Jews just
‘happened to be certain people who did not fit the model of a perfect universe’.”!
The theory had no place for antisemitism or a specificity of Jewish existence.

A more focused exploration of rank-and-file perpetrators and their motives
is Christian Browning’s Ordinary Men.*> He analyses testimonials by members
of Battalion 101 of the Order Police (Ordnunszpolizei) that was responsible for
the murder by shooting of about 38,000 Jewish men, women and children and
the deportation of about 45,200 others to the death camps. How did the men
of this battalion, many of them middle-aged reserve policeman of a non-Nazi
background, undergo the metamorphosis into cold-blooded murderers of whole
Jewish communities? Browning’s explanation is that the roots of this meta-
morphosis are not in Nazi ideology or in antisemitism but in social processes that
can happen in every human society. For Browning it was not about Germans
exterminating Jews but about the propensity of ‘ordinary people’ to become mass
killers in specific group situations.

Bringing the Jews Back into the Holocaust: Writing
Holocaust History Anew

The last years of the twentieth century were characterized by a return of the
Jews and their history in writings about the Holocaust. This is apparent in the
reintegration of Holocaust and Jewish history, a re-evaluation of the place of
antisemitism in the Final Solution and the place given to the voice of the sur-
vivors. The voices calling for an integration of Jewish history into Holocaust
research grew clearer in the 1990s. Yehuda Bauer posited the Holocaust as an
encounter between two societies, the Jewish and the German, with each reaching
this encounter with its own history. The convergence of the two influenced the
final (varied) outcome in different areas.?®> Likewise, Dan Michman called for
researching the Jewish dimension of the Holocaust’.>* While research on Nazi
Germany looked into German history, this was yet to be achieved for the research
of the Jews. Yet, it is obvious that the Jews arrived at the Holocaust with the
‘full baggage’ of Jewish history, political culture, beliefs and sensibilities as they
developed in their specific communities. Certainly, this baggage informed their
actions and choices under Nazi rule.

It is not surprising that the call for the integration of Jewish history into the
study of the Holocaust came from Israeli scholars. Israeli Holocaust research took
an entirely different path than that in Germany or the United States. It focused
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mainly on the fate of the Jewish people under Nazi rule. There is hardly any
contribution to the research of the decisions leading to the Final Solution and to
the functionalist-intentionalist debate. Most Israeli scholars focused their work
on the Holocaust’s Jewish dimensions: starting with extensive research on Jewish
resistance during the late 1960s. In the 1970s, researchers went on to work on
issues of rescue either by Jews under Nazi rule or by those outside of it. Another
turbulent issue was the research of Jewish leadership and decision-making under
the Nazis.>> Some of this work was fuelled by internal Israeli developments
and some was undertaken as response to the writings of Raul Hilberg, Hanna
Arendt and Bruno Bettelheim (see Chapter 7 on Bettelheim). All these topics
have been and continue to be contentious issues in Israeli Holocaust memory.
Into the twenty-first century, we find Israeli researchers focusing on communi-
ties and their experience under the Nazi rule,?° Jewish religious life and religious

leadership.?”

Refocusing on Antisemitism

What fuelled the cruelty of the German perpetrators and the willingness of rank-
and-file Germans to enthusiastically and willingly partake in the murder of the Jews?
In his thought-provoking and widely contested book, Hitler’s Willing Executioners:
Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust, Daniel Goldhagen offered an answer directly
challenging the view of German perpetrators as ‘ordinary men’.”® The answer lay
in ‘Eliminationist antisemitism’, a particular German version of the Christian anti-
Judaism that developed in Germany into a political culture shared by many across
the political and ideological divide. It was characterized by a discourse calling for
the elimination of the ‘Jewish problem’. Goldhagen wrote that the:

Germans’ antisemitic beliefs about Jews were the central causal agent of the
Holocaust ... The conclusion of this book is that antisemitism moved many
thousands of ‘ordinary’ Germans — and would have moved millions more,
had they been appropriately positioned — to slaughter Jews. Not economic
hardship, not the coercive means of a totalitarian state, not the social psycho-
logical pressure, not invariable psychological propensities, but ideas about
Jews that were pervasive in Germany, and had been for decades, induced
ordinary Germans to kill unarmed, defenseless Jewish men, women, and
children by the thousands, systematically and without pity.*’

Goldhagen’s book, a bestseller, evinced positive response from the public in the
United States and Germany but was criticized widely and fiercely in the academic
community. It was branded as, ‘simplistic’, ‘reductionistic’, ‘mechanistic’ and
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even ‘racist’.*” His methodology was challenged as was his depiction of German
‘elimitionist antisemitism’ as the ultimate key to the understanding of the
Final Solution. But criticized as it was, Goldhagen’s work prepared the stage for
the return of the Jews into Holocaust discourse.

Antisemitism also returned to the discourse in the much lauded Nazi Germany
and the Jews by Saul Friedlinder.*! The key, he wrote, was Hitler and his ideo-
logy of ‘redemptive antisemitism’ — the idea that Germany and Europe would be
a better place if they could be cleansed of the Jews. This ideology was radical-
ized during the war into a belief that ‘the Jew was a lethal and active threat to
all nations, to the Aryan race and to the German Volk’.#> Unlike Goldhagen,
Friedlinder did not see this as uniquely German and a prevailing attitude of the
German people. It was Hitler’s attitude and that of ‘a segment of the party and its
leaders’.%3 As the war raged on, wider circles of the population were introduced to
it. Hitler advanced this ideology relentlessly and fanatically and was the moving
force behind the Final Solution. The explanations offered by Hilberg, Browning,
Bauman and many others to the Holocaust are all ‘related issues’ or ‘“factors’ but
cannot explain the move from the persecution of the Jews to their extermination.
For Friedlinder, the prime mover was antisemitism.

Likewise, in his research, Jeffrey Herf has shown that the lethal threat posed
by the Jews was at the core of Nazi propaganda towards the German citizenry.
Moreover, the alleged power of international Jewry, posited Jews as a number
one political enemy of the German nation, threatening its existence. Therefore,

once this political antisemitism was adopted, the Jews had to be exterminated in
self defence.

The Voice of the Victims

Concurrent with the reintroduction of antisemitism into the Holocaust discourse
was another paradigmatic change in Holocaust historiography, namely the (re)
integration of the voice of the Jews.

This can be seen poignantly in Friedlinder’s book mentioned above. Friedlinder
chose to tell the history of the extermination of the Jews in an integrated way that
is ‘both analytical and evocative’ combing meticulous research of perpetrators and
bystanders with first-person, mainly contemporary, accounts, diaries and testimo-
nies by the victims. His aim, as he wrote in the second volume, was to ‘tear through
seamless interpretation and pierce the (mostly involuntary) smugness of scholarly
detachment and “objectivity™, preserving the ‘initial sense of disbelief that was at
the heart of the Holocaust as it was experienced at the time.*> Thus, apart from
the discussion of German decision-making and the technicalities of the Final
Solution, the reader of Friedlinder’s book is given excerpts from, among others,
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more than forty diarists, most of them writing during the event itself. He twice uses
these sources to explore Jewish sensibilities at certain points: December 1941 and
September 1943. Thus, he gives the reader a sense of the varied ways Jews perceived
their situation at these harrowing moments. While sources by Jewish teenagers in
hiding, such as Anne Frank or Moshe Flinker, cannot add to our understanding of
the perpetrators policies, they are indispensable for our understanding how it was
like for the Jews.

A major shift from perpetrator history to articulating the voice of the victims can
be found in Christopher Browning’s work of the 2000s. Browning moved from
work on German documents, decision-making and rank-and-file perpetrators
to utilizing survivor testimonies in order to reconstruct the history of the forced
labour camp of Starachowice in central Poland through the eyes of its Jewish
inmates.®® This shift should not be underestimated. Browning made his name
researching the German decision-making process leading to the Final Solution?’
and devoted many years perusing German documents. Yet, his sources for the
Starachowice camp are 292 written, transcribed or taped testimonies of Jewish sur-
vivors. Most of those were from the Jewish community of the village of Wierzbnik,
and shared their experiences during the war and the Holocaust. Browning also
shifted to work on personal stories of Jews under the Nazis, co-editing a book of
the correspondence of the Hollander family of Kracow, describing their increasing
plight under Nazi rule.*®

The paradigmatic shift described here entailed a shift in historians’ attitude
to survivor testimonies. Browning himself decided to focus on the Starachowice
camp testimonies after he saw that they were ignored in a German court case as
being ‘most unreliable evidence’. On this basis, the court acquitted the officer
responsible for the deportation of Wierzbnik’s Jews. The voices of the victims
could only come from testimonies but how should the historian work with them?
How can they be verified and what is to be done with discrepancies in them and
between them? Browning addressed this issue in a book devoted to Holocaust
History and Postwar Testimony.®

The issue of testimonies and their importance for Holocaust research can be
seen also in the work of historian Omer Bartov. Bartov’s research focused on the
German army during the Second World War debunking the view of the German
army as an apolitical force standing aloof from the Final Solution, wanton vio-
lence and war crimes.”® He too underwent a shift to reclaiming the Jewish voice
in the Holocaust and this has brought him to rethink the importance of survivor
testimonies. The need to utilize survivor testimonies in research is not an issue
of respect for the survivors, claims Bartov, but it is significant ‘in order to set
the historical record straight’. This is not an issue of partisan politics giving the
Jewish voice a place in history but one of historical research. “Testimonies can at
times save events from oblivion,” events that have been obliterated wantonly or
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through lack of knowledge from perpetrator documentation. Speaking of their
accuracy vis-a-vis German documentation he claims that, “There is no reason to
believe that official contemporary documents written by Gestapo, SS, Wehrmacht
or German administrative officials are any more accurate or objective, or any less
subjective and biased, than accounts by those they were trying to kill.”!

Postscript

What does the future hold for the place of the Jews in Holocaust writing?

Holocaust history writing has gone a long way since the early work of those
that had no place for the Jews and their voice in the history of the Holocaust.
As we have seen, more and more leading researchers are reintegrating the Jews
into Holocaust history, looking again at antisemitism and its significance for the
extermination of the Jews and listening to the voices of survivors through their
testimonies.

It is obvious that the issue of testimonies will be a dominant feature of Holocaust
research and writing in the coming years. The immense academic interest in tes-
timonies manifests itself in academic ventures such as the ‘Future of Testimonies’
forum in the UK, the ‘Future of Holocaust Testimonies™ international confer-
ences in the Western Galilee College, Israel. the ‘Voices of Child Survivors:
Children’s Holocaust Testimonies’ project of Bar-Ilan University, the Yad Vashem
Conference book on Holocaust Historiography in Context and the Jewish Responses
to Persecution series of the USHMM.>?

What will be the next paradigmatic shift in the story of the Holocaust and
the Jews? One cannot say as yet. We can only surmise that there are yet further
chapters to be written.
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The Holocaust and the Limits of Psychoanalysis:
The Case of Bruno Bettelheim

Nathalie Zajde

Psychoanalysis occupies a prominent position among the various psychological
approaches to the Nazi camps, the Holocaust and mass psychic trauma. This
is due in part to Freudian theory’s status as the most innovative, the best con-
structed and the most comprehensive of the psychological theories, but also to
its remarkably wide dissemination and its ascent to institutional status, following
the Second World War, in those societies where the concentrationary experience
is a subject of academic reflection and discourse.

The first researcher to apply psychoanalysis to this field was Bruno Bettelheim in
his famous article, ‘Individual and mass behavior in extreme situations’ (originally
published in 1943 and reappearing in revised form in several later publications).!
Bettelheim’s article was not only the first published study of this subject, but to
this day remains the most complete, insofar as the author deploys the entire range
of the major notions of Freudian psychoanalysis in his attempt to rationalise what
he personally observed in the Nazi camps. For this reason, Bettelheim remains an
authority and a major source of inspiration for many authors today.” Although
Bettelheim deals with the concentration camps of Dachau and Buchenwald —
camps which were not expressly set up as part of the project of the extermination
of the Jews — his approach and his writings have been the main inspiration behind
the majority of psychological studies of Holocaust survivors and of their deporta-
tion to Auschwitz and other death camps. It is significant that, from the 1970s
onwards, psychologists and psychoanalysts working on the ‘transmission of trauma
to the second generation’ have been greatly influenced by Bettelheim’s arguments.?

Bettelheim is thus the most widely commented upon — and probably also the
most widely criticized — author on this subject, for a number of reasons: he is
among the most famous psychoanalytic critics and the most famous survivors of
the Nazi camps of his generation; his article is one of the most informative and
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thorough texts on the subject; and he suggests some highly original new lines
of research into the psychological processes at work in the Nazi camps. His text
nonetheless contains various theoretical inconsistencies and distorted or errone-
ous interpretations, for which he has been criticized in the writings of numerous
psychoanalysts, psychologists and psychiatrists, including — if we count only
former internees, some of them imprisoned alongside Bettelheim — Federn (1946,
1948, 1990), Kogon (1950), Neurath (1951), Cohen (1988) and Frankl (1959).4
Finally, he reaches some particularly shocking conclusions regarding the psycho-
logy of victims and tormentors alike, to which we will return (see below).

‘Individual and mass behavior in extreme situations’ not only deals with the
psychological functioning of the individual, but also examines social behaviours
and the functioning of various groups within the Nazi camps.’ Based on his obser-
vations, Bettelheim makes some general, and highly critical, statements about how
humans function in a mass society. Although Bettelheim also analyses his data
using approaches drawn from social psychology, psychoanalytical concepts remain
at the core of his conceptualization, and these have been taken up — albeit not
always uncritically — by numerous researchers and authors over the last sixty years.®

Bettelheim himself, although critical of the notion that psychoanalytical theory
could serve as a tool of survival in the camps,” has no qualms about basing his
reflections on the key concepts of psychoanalysis — the famous unconscious
‘defence mechanisms’ elaborated by Sigmund Freud (‘projection’, ‘regression’,
‘identification with the assailant’), stages of development (‘anal stage’), psychic
structures (‘psychosis’, ‘perversion’, ‘neurosis’), notions of ‘psychic representation’
and ‘identification’, as well as intra-psychic content (‘sexual fantasies’, ‘fantasies
of omnipotence’, etc.). These concepts have subsequently become associated with
two other fundamental psychological notions stemming from the depths of the
concentrationary experience — ‘survivor guil¢ and the ‘work of grief’. Today,
these notions have indeed become essential for many authors, researchers and
clinicians dealing with victims of trauma, whether this trauma is individual or a
mass phenomenon, the result of natural events or intentional acts.®

For several decades, the success of Bettelheim’s writings on psychology,
psychoanalysis and, in particular, the treatment of autistic children’ was truly
worldwide, and it was only much later that the parents of autistic patients,
support groups for users of psychotherapy, historians and biographers started to
bring his arguments into grave doubt.'®

The Basis of Criticism of Bettelheim’s Work

If a new critical evaluation of Bettelheim’s text on the psychology of the
Nazi camps is called for, this is not so much in order to bring his ideas into
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question as to allow reflection upon the use made of psychological/analytic
concepts in the clinical treatment of survivors of the Holocaust, the families of
these survivors and survivors of other ‘extreme situations’. It would also aim to
establish why, unlike the world of academia and the media, most survivors of
the Nazi camps with no professional connection to psychology/analysis — the
‘natural’ audience for his text, insofar as they are both survivors and potential
users of psychotherapy — have vehemently rejected Bettelheim’s analyses and
indeed all psychoanalytical arguments, whereas one might have expected these
to have been of particular concern to them. In general, survivors have not been
willing to undergo psychoanalytical treatment. It is necessary to reflect upon the
reasons why these psychoanalytical notions have not interested survivors — in the
sense in which Isabelle Stengers understands the term ‘interest’!! — meaning how
these psychological/analytic concepts might have been expected to influence the
individual subjects whom they claim to describe. On the contrary, they seem
to have been massively disowned by these subjects, and to have resulted in no
modification either of their psychological state or their thinking. The survivors of
the Nazi camps, then, have not taken up the very notions which claim to speak
about them.

Bruno Bettelheim: A Trainee Psychoanalyst Interned
in the Nazi Camps

Born in Vienna to a prosperous, assimilated Jewish family with modern
attitudes, Bruno Bettelheim was interned at the age of thirty-five in Dachau and
then Buchenwald from 1938 to 1939. He was freed before the outbreak of the
Second World War, in spring 1939. Although he never explicitly referred to the
fact, it is assumed that he was arrested because he was Jewish.'? At the time of
his arrest he was a company director, having inherited his late father’s factory,
although he had always had an interest in contemporary thought and the arts,
and held a doctorate in philosophy. However, Bettelheim was not a medical
doctor, a virtually essential qualification if one wanted to train as a psychoanalyst
at this time.

In 1943, several years after his release and emigration to the United States,
he managed to publish, with some difficulty, his famous article, ‘Individual and
mass behavior in extreme situations’. Thanks to this publication he was able to
enter American scholarly, psychological and psychoanalytic circles, despite being
neither an academic, doctor, clinician nor psychologist.

In this article, Bettelheim tells how he survived after being violently beaten
about the head during his arrest and then suffering the horror of deportation
to Dachau. When, on his arrival at the camp, his strength was failing and he
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could literally feel himself beginning to die, an internee who had been impris-
oned in the camp for more than four years told him that, if he wanted to survive,
he would have to make sure he kept eating and defecating and that, essentially,
it was up to him to decide whether he wanted to live or die.!> He also states
that he owed his survival to the fact that, by joining forces with other
psychologists and psychoanalysts interned alongside him, he began to observe
and analyse the events pertaining to the situation in which he found himself.
Using his knowledge of psychoanalysis, he ‘studied’ and recorded everything
that he observed around him. He took note of the effects of the concentration-
ary situation both on the detainees and on their captors. In this way, he states,
he had the strength and the means to resist by preserving his ‘thought and
individuality’.

Bettelheim was immediately struck by the ability of the concentrationary
environment to transform individuals. He began focusing his attention on the
functioning of the camp, on the intentions of the SS, on the torturers and the
reactions of their victims.

Torture — A Calculated Measure

Bettelheim states that the terror and torture inflicted by the SS on the deportees
was a measure calculated to break down the structure of the groups to which
they belonged: Jews, communists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, etc. — opposition groups
which constituted a threat to the Nazi state. He thus demonstrates that deporta-
tion and torture were the result of strategic decisions as part of a war between
different groups and were a means to influence wider society. Prisoners were
tortured for what they were, as members of groups opposed to the Nazis, as
enemies of power:

an institution was needed to threaten the opponents of the system because
too many Germans were dissatisfied with it. To imprison all of them would
have interrupted the functioning of industrial production, the upholding of
which was a paramount Nazi goal. So if' a group of the population got fed up
with the Nazi regime, selected members of this group would be brought into the
concentration camp. If lawyers became restless, a few hundred lawyers were sent
to the camp; the same thing happened to physicians when the medical profession
seemed rebellious, etc."*

The basic strategy, then, was to weaken a group through terror, by striking
at a significant number of the individuals who composed it. It also consisted in
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destroying the links between people, links which formed the basis of the group
and bound it together:

These tortures alternated with efforts on the part of the guards to force the
prisoners to hit one another, and to defile what the guards considered the
prisoners’ most cherished values. For instance, the prisoners were forced to
curse their God,!® to accuse themselves of vile actions, accuse their wives
of adultery and prostitution. This continued for hours and was repeated
at various times. According to reliable reports, this kind of initiation never
took less than twelve hours and frequently lasted twenty-four hours.'®

Bettelheim speaks of ‘initiation’. The torture inflicted right from the time of
their arrest and transportation caused these men to change as individuals. He notes
a real transformation of personalities caused by the behavioural changes necessary
in order to survive in the camp. He gives a detailed description of everyday life in a
concentration camp and shows what constituted these torture techniques: roll-calls,
physical torture, sleep deprivation, lack of food, exhaustion, absurd and inconsist-
ent rules, total control of prisoners’ physiological needs by the SS, absence of any
contact with the outside world, repeated death threats and the unpredictability of
the SS. He observes that these acts were calculated: “The purpose of the tortures
was to break the resistance of the prisoners ... the timing of these tortures was
planned’.’” He shows how these tortures were the result of a strategy of political
annihilation, rather than the perversions of the torturers:

He [the author, Bettelheim] noted that the guards were lacking in fantasy
when selecting the means to torture the prisoners; that their sadism was
without imagination. He was rather amused by the repeated statement
that guards do not shoot prisoners but kill them by beating them to death
because a bullet costs six pfennigs, and the prisoners are not worth even
so much.'®

The Transformation of Prisoners

Bettelheim describes in minute detail the reactions of the internees and the
evolution of their personalities. He very clearly distinguishes the ‘old’ prisoners
from the ‘new’: the new prisoners remain attached to their former lives, refer
to the outside world, to their families, upon whom they place all their hopes of
freedom, and they have not yet adapted to the demands of the camp; whereas the
old prisoners are fully integrated, initiated, know the ins and outs of survival in
the camp, and no longer count in any way upon people outside, with whom they
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consider they no longer have anything in common. The old prisoners realize they
have been completely changed and the only prospect of freedom they can imagine
is some extraordinary event, a revolution or a world war (it must be borne in
mind that the text describes the year 1938-9). They are convinced that if they
ever manage to get out of the camp, their future achievements will be remarkable.
Bettelheim identifies certain categories of internees. He terms ‘Musselmdinner
(‘Moslems’) those who allow themselves to die; ‘*kapos’ are those who, in order to
obtain certain privileges, serve the SS; there are also those who adapt from day to day;
and there is the ‘elite’, who prove able to resist, such as certain political prisoners:

Similar behaviour characterized another group which, according to psycho-
analytic theory, would have had to be viewed as extremely neurotic or
plainly delusional and therefore apt to fall apart, as persons, under stress.
I refer to the Jehovah’s Witnesses,'” who not only showed unusual heights
of human dignity and moral behaviour, but seemed protected against the
same camp experience that soon destroyed persons considered very well
integrated by my psychoanalytic friends and myself.?

According to Bettelheim’s study, the Nazi camps:

1 were part of a calculated, highly technical, operation secking to weaken
groups opposed to Hitler’s regime through the capture and torture of their
members;

2 aimed to break down the individual’s solidarity with his group in order to
weaken, then destroy the group in question and reduce the internee to the
status of a slave of the SS state;

3  had the almost immediate effect of causing very real changes in individuals’
personalities;

4 revealed an essential survival mechanism, namely solidarity. This solidarity
was expressed through the reinforcement of structures specific to existing
groups (whether political, religious, cultural or professional) or through the
constitution of new alliances engendered by the situation in the camps.?!

Bettelheim’s Questioning of the Usefulness
of Psychoanalysis
Faced with what he saw, Bettelheim states:

This realization of the tremendous impact of the environment did not come
as easy as it came soon. | was imprisoned in the camps at about the time
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when my convictions derived from psychoanalysis were at their height ... My
experience in the camps taught me, almost within days, that I had gone much
too far in believing that only changes in man could create changes in society.
1 had to accept that the environment could, as it were, turn personality upside
down, and not just in the small child, but in the mature adult too** 1f 1
wanted to keep it from happening to me, I had to accept this potentiality
of the environment, to decide where and where not to adjust, and how
far. Psychoanalysis, as I understood it, was of no help in this all important
decision.?

He also remarks that: ‘Prisoners seemed to deal with camp experiences which
remained within the normal frame of reference of their life experience by means
of normal psychological mechanisms. Once an experience transcended this frame
of reference, however, the normal mechanisms seemed no longer able to deal
adequately with it and new psychological mechanisms were needed.’?*

Bettelheim quickly realizes that, in order to study and understand the inhabi-
tants of the camps, he will have to reverse the psychoanalytical approach, first
examining the situation in order to understand the human response, rather than
starting with the human response in order to then understand the situation.
He considers it necessary to effect a complete shift of perspective. He postulates
that, by taking an interest in the environment, in the organization and the con-
straints present in the camps, it should be possible for the psychologist to account
for the type of person ‘manufactured’ inside them. Yet, when Bettelheim attempts
a deeper analysis of the psychological mechanisms behind the behaviours induced
by the concentration camp, he cannot help but return to a psychoanalytical orien-
tation. He ends up explaining what he observed through reference to a Freudian
‘human nature’. Contrary to his initial intuitions, he discovers, in the psychology
of prisoners and their captors alike, the unconscious defence mechanisms of the
psychoanalytic canon.

Bettleheim’s Recourse to Psychoanalytical
Interpretations — The Internees

Bettelheim states that the concentrationary experience forces internees to ‘regress
to an infantile state’, and compares the prisoners of the camps to children.
According to Bettelheim, the prisoners identify the SS with their own parents,
seeing in them their all-powerful father. In the camp, they are taken back
to the age when their parents, on whom they were entirely dependent, were
toilet-training them. The internees become ‘masochistic, passive-dependent,
and childlike’.?> They ‘regress’ to the ‘anal stage’. The SS were like ‘a cruel and
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domineering father’. The internees harbour ambivalent feelings of love and
hatred towards the SS, upon whom they ‘project’ internal conflicts dating from
their own childhood. The prisoners are like small children who lack any notion
of time because they are solely preoccupied with the immediate present (how
to survive from one day to the next). Prisoners who have been in the camp for
several years ‘fantasise’ and engage in ‘megalomaniac’ daydreams, imagining that
they will only leave the camp in the event of a cataclysm or a world war?’, or pro-
claiming that they will become exceptional individuals and great leaders;?” they
‘deny reality’ by stating that, once they are freed, they are unsure of being able
to go back to their family life and their role as father or husband.?® According to
Bettelheim, the internees of the Nazi concentration camps ‘deny reality’, ‘project
their unconscious desires and conflicts on to the SS’, and ‘regress’ to the infantile
state. They become illustrations for a psychoanalytic textbook.

Reactions to Bettelheim's Text

The thoughts expressed by the internees on the political situation, their conditions
of existence and the changes in their own psychology are sharp, relevant and reveal-
ing, yet Bettelheim, because of his attachment to psychoanalytical theory, refuses
to accept what they say, and instead places distorted interpretations on their words.

This is what Charlotte Beradt takes exception to in her study of dreams under
the Third Reich, in which she catalogues and analyses the dreams of German
people between 1933 and 1939.%° She demonstrates that the dreams of her
compatriots were the expression of anxieties stemming directly from the threaten-
ing new political situation, and not of repressed unconscious desires. Although
Bettelheim was a contributor to the afterword of the American edition of Beradt’s
book in 1968, he never renounced his psychoanalytical approach.

One picks up Bettelheim’s text in order to discover what human beings
become in an extreme situation, to understand the deadly stakes of these situa-
tions; yet the psychoanalysis presents ‘toilet-training’ and ‘infantile feelings’ as the
keys to the phenomenon. In this context, psychoanalytical interpretation seems at
best tragic, and some have even called it scandalous.

‘Regression’ versus ‘Metamorphosis’

The use of the notion of ‘regression’ in relation to concentration camp internees
has been widely questioned and criticized, in particular by Dés Prés, who quite
rightly points out that the conditions to which the internees were subjected,
such as not being able to defecate when they felt the need but only when their
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tormentors decided they could, were totally unlike those experienced by an
infant.?® In essence, what Bettelheim interprets as a situation of regression is
in reality an entirely new experience, which the internees had never undergone
before. Bettelheim’s conclusions are not just obviously wrong, but actually
describe the exact opposite of the reality of the situation: the internees not only
did not regress, but were forced to be different, new, to become psychological
subjects that they had, up until then, never been before. The experience of their
appalling, agonizing and utterly restrictive existence in the Nazi camps forced
internees to undergo the opposite of regression — I would rather say that they
instead had to go through a metamorphosis, a metamorphosis of their psycho-
logical as well as their physiological being. This posed great problems for those
who returned from the camps. They had been transformed to the point that
could no longer recognize themselves, that they were no longer the same people
they had been before their deportation and that they would no longer be able
to live normally among their families, within the society in which they had been
born and raised. This is exactly what some of them had foreseen while they were
still imprisoned: they knew that they had changed and suspected that they would
never again be able to be part of the world which they had left behind. Saying that
they had ‘regressed’ was an insensitive error which helped to drive these survivors
away from psychologists, psychotherapists and psychoanalysts.

The SS

While Bettelheim provides a brilliant account of how the actions of the SS
were driven by political aims and material necessities, and of how their job was
essentially to implement a system which would be able to suppress all enemies
of Nazism, he ends his analysis by imputing an unconscious function to the SS.
According to Bettelheim, the SS seek to take the internees back to the psycho-
logical stage of the infant prior to toilet training, and in so doing ‘project their
fantasies’ on to the internees, and so on to Jews.’! They take pleasure in mock-
ing the prisoners and dominating them.?? Their attitude is no longer part of a
deliberate strategy of torture with a political objective, but rather the involuntary
expression of internal psychic conflicts at the level of the unconscious.

The Inappropriate Application of the
Psychoanalytical Model to the Nazi Camps

What seems strange about this recourse to psychoanalytical concepts to describe
the processes that occurred in the concentration camps is the fundamental
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conceptual contradiction which it entails — for the unconscious psychic mecha-
nisms identified by Freud describe processes which occur within the unconscious
of the subject. The psychic apparatus constitutes an autonomous, atemporal,
transhistorical, transcultural universe, independent of any external influence and
strictly subjective. What mobilizes these mechanisms and underpins this psychic
life is the very nature of what constitutes the psyche — namely the ‘drives’, the
‘ego’, the ‘id’, the ‘super-ego’ and the ‘death drive’. These psychological mecha-
nisms, most of which are unconscious, use the reality of the world as a pretext
for their own expression: they are neither the consequence nor the cause of real-
world phenomena. For this reason, referring to a tangible reality — here the Nazi
concentration camps — and conceiving of it as the specific source of intra-psychic
processes is, in psychoanalytical terms, absurd. This fundamental contradiction
(the confrontation between the ‘psychic apparatus’ and a knowable reality — the
concentration camps) unfortunately forces Bettelheim to make some truly incom-
prehensible statements:

Aggression towards minorities was not an outlet open to all prisoners, since
some belonged to minorities themselves, while others could not accept it
either in the SS or themselves. For them an alternative outlet was to extrapo-
late it and project it into the SS man. This relieved them of some of their
hostility and at the same time protected them from aggression toward the
enemy, whose overpowering strength they had to stress. It was a most inef-
fective system of defense, and may be compared with delusional efforts to
master inner pressures by externalizing them ... The imaginary system was
built up out of infantile fears and the prisoner’s rage reactions at being forced
into infantile patterns; these he projected on to the fictitious SS man. The
reality interacting with it was the actually overpowering might of the SS.%

Where is the fantasy here? Were the SS not indeed all-powerful and bent on
killing their prisoners? When, as Bettelheim does, one pushes this encounter
between psychoanalytical concepts and historical reality too far, psychoanalytical
theory comes out looking frankly ridiculous.

Bettelheim’s Conclusion: The Camps Attack
‘the Individual’

In spite of his own experiences, in spite of the things he himself witnessed and
which his terrible experience in the camp spurred him to write about, Bettelheim
concludes with the idea that totalitarian regimes seek to destroy people as
‘individuals’: ‘one eventually hated the SS as such, but not so much the individual
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inflicting the punishment. Obviously this differentiation was unreasonable, but it
seemed to be inescapable.’®*

Bettelheim himself puts forward this dichotomy between the individual and
the SS guard. However, a question inevitably arises from this: how can one per-
ceive individuals separately from their social existence? How, especially inside a
repressive, concentrationary, military institution, can one distinguish between the
‘individual’ and the SS guard when they are one and the same person, insofar as
the social role and function and the individual performing them are inextricably
bound together??

Questions of Methodology

Having demonstrated that what interested the SS was not the individual but the
collective group to which the individual was attached, Bettelheim, as if forgetting
what he has previously said, then draws a diametrically opposed conclusion.
For the SS do not intern ‘individuals’, they intern opponents of the regime, Jews
and homosexuals. It is the fact of belonging to a group, whether political, cultural,
ethnic or religious, that they attack. The internees’ presence in the camp was thus
inextricably linked to the issue of the existence of their group in this new society
of Aryans. The Jews were targeted because they occupied the ‘environmental
niche’ coveted by the Nazis — a status based essentially on religious, metaphysical
and economic considerations. The communists were political rivals. The Roma
were culturally irrepressible. The Nazis forced homosexuals to undergo violent
re-education because at the time they were thought to be deviant and perverted.

Bettelheim also very convincingly showed that the Nazi policy of deportation
to the camps had at least two clear objectives: to eradicate all traces of group
membership from individuals wherever this posed a threat to the Nazi state;
and to wear down the prisoner until they had no strength left to resist within
the camp. The latter objective was resisted not just by individuals, but by entire
groups such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and communists. The same conclusion was
reached by Frankl, who centred his psychological study on the importance for
survival of belonging to a group.*® For Frankl, Bettelheim’s decision to focus on
unconscious sexual thoughts in order to understand the psychological processes
at work in the concentration camps was incorrect. Frankl was obviously right on
this point. In fact, the effect of Nazi torture was to metamorphose members of
collectives into unaffiliated individuals — individuals in the true sense — in order to
reduce them to slaves. The concentration camps therefore did not attack indi-
viduals, but on the contrary manufactured them. The Nazi camps transformed,
in truly diabolical fashion, members of groups into isolated and defenceless
individuals, naked subjects, hungry and terrorized, who were easily captured prey
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for their persecutors. It is thus important, and Bettelheim glimpsed this without
acting on his intuition, to study the mechanisms used to defend one’s identity in
such a context.

Theorizing Belonging

It is not so much a question here of passing judgement on the truth of psycho-
analytical concepts than on their relevance: they simply do not help us to grasp
how human beings operated in the camps. It does appear crucial to us, however,
to study the techniques employed to disaffiliate individuals from the groups to
which they belonged. How did the SS manage to eliminate the German com-
munist party from the political scene? What techniques enabled them to ‘hollow
out’ a member of the communist party to such a degree that the person no longer
behaved as one after a few weeks of internment in Dachau? The corollary to this
is the question of the reaction of these groups. How did the group of communist
internees react in order to keep hold of its members, to make sure that they
carried on behaving as communists, despite the apparatus of torture and meta-
morphosis put in place by the SS, to the extent that some of them carried out acts
of resistance and even attempted insurrections? What were the resources that the
communist party possessed as a human collective?

These sorts of questions apply to other groups: how did the Jehovah’s
Witnesses resist? How did assimilated Jews resist compared to religious Jews?
How were new afhiliations constituted within the camps? The patterns of affili-
ation and disaffiliation in operation in a camp run by the SS should be the first
focus of our enquiry. Mapping them would be our first step towards understand-
ing the changes undergone by the internees. It will be vital to understand the
dynamics of these collectivities, what binds or unbinds their members, what
‘attracts’ subjects and what ‘binds’ them.?” Elucidating the mechanisms in opera-
tion within the collectivity and isolating the particular properties of each group
using the reactions and behaviours of the individuals who declare themselves
members of it would allow us to: 1) understand more fully what happened inside
the concentration and extermination camps; and 2) suggest therapies for survi-
vors of the camps suffering from psychological dysfunction as a result of these
mechanisms of disafhliation.

In other words, a psychology of the camps should adopt the opposite approach
to that taken by Bettelheim with ‘universal psychology’. It needs instead to be
a form of psychopolitics — a psychology based on psychological concepts which
correspond to the precise features (values, ideas, ways of life) of the political
party to which the subjects in question belong; it needs to be an ethnopsycho-
logy, an ethnopsychiatry, a psychology based on concepts elaborated from
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the particular features of the ethnic group, culture or religion of the collectiv-
ity to which these subjects belong. It can never be a social psychology, any
more than it can be psychoanalysis.?® It must make central to its theoretical
framework concepts which are specific to the group to which the subject is

affiliated.

False Hopes

Unfortunately, instead of putting forward new concepts, as he had himself explic-
itly called for, Bettelheim turned back to the ideas of which he had already been a
devotee before his internment. Instead of exploring the new psychological notions
which he had intuitively glimpsed such as ‘aggression stemming from deliberate
strategies’, ‘metamorphoses of identity’, ‘group antagonisms’ and ‘reinforcement
of cultural and social properties’ — psychological notions with the potential to
provide an account of what makes up a concentration camp and what the camp
imposes on its inmates — Bettelheim went back to old psychoanalytical models.
He called upon these notions which he had already mastered, the thinking of
the group which he aspired to join, the theory in which he had already been
‘initiated’ and which he desired to serve with all his being now that he had
emigrated to the United States and decided on this new career.’” Bettelheim,
then, despite having sought to innovate, in making this choice both eliminated
any possibility of enriching psychology with new concepts and erased the specifi-
city of the experience of the camps. Any human being has already experienced
the psychological processes gone through by the internees in his or her child-
hood, unconsciously, between birth and the age at which the Oedipus complex is
resolved. In taking this stance, Bettelheim refuses to recognize the metamorphosis
of the internees in the camp, and refuses to recognize their suffering as they were
forced to become different people.

The Homogenization of Difference

Through his recourse to psychoanalytical concepts, Bettelheim also denies the
distinctions between different categories of people, most obviously between the
SS and the internees. This aspect of his writing is particularly problematic, from
both a clinical and an ethical point of view. Yet such a position is demanded by
psychoanalytical theory. According to this universalizing psychology, SS guards,
Jews, Jehovah’s Witnesses, communists, resistance fighters, homosexuals, German
priests opposed to Nazism and common criminals have no distinguishing traits.
Indeed, the picture which it paints is one of a world in which these groups are
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no longer opposed to each other, are no longer at war and even come to appear
identical:

For example, both Jews and SS behaved as if psychological mechanisms
comparable to paranoid delusions were at work in them. Both believed that
members of the other group were sadistic, uninhibited, unintelligent, of an
inferior race and addicted to sexual perversions. Both groups accused each
other of caring only for material goods and of having no respect for ideals,
or for moral and intellectual values. In each group there may have been
individual justification for some of these beliefs. But the strange similarity
indicates that both groups were availing themselves of analogous mecha-

nisms of defense.*!

Identification with the Assailant versus
Reinforcement of Identity

Quite apart from clearly being scandalous as far as survivors are concerned,
Bettelheim’s argument is quite simply wrong. We have seen that, on the contrary,
torture situations resulted in most cases in the consolidation of the group affiliations
of victims and torturers alike, and thus marking distinctions even more sharply.
Most likely for reasons of cognitive coherence, the victims’ attachment to what led
to their torture is generally reinforced (Jews become even more Jewish, communists
even more communist, homosexuals even more homosexual, etc.), as is that of the
torturers to the motives behind their role as the agents of the suffering of others.

Internment in the Nazi Camps: The Culmination
of a Psychoanalyst's Initiation

When Bettelheim examines and evokes the terrible experiences that he went
through, he makes practically no reference to the fact that he is Jewish.4? As his
interpretations suggest, although he never explicitly discusses this — to my mind
essential — aspect of his concentrationary experience, Bettelheim was, and always
remained, a psychoanalyst. His affiliation to this theory never left him throughout
his internment. It is true that psychoanalysis is not merely a theoretical tool for
decoding psychological pain, but a real philosophy of existence, an ideology offer-
ing an overarching vision of the world shared, even today, by a group of some tens
of thousands of individuals who have confirmed their affiliation to it through a
long and costly process of initiation. Psychoanalysis permits entry into a social and
professional network. The processes of transformation undergone by Bettelheim,



Writing the Holocaust

I would suggest, reinforced what he already was; it is even conceivable that his
experience in the camps helped make him, shortly after his release and emigration
to the United States, the highly unorthodox figure, remarkable both as a psycho-
analyst and a writer, which he was to become.*? In France, a well-known Lacanian
psychoanalyst, Anne-Lise Stern, a German-born Jewish deportee, whose parents
had already been strong advocates of psychoanalysis, has recently written about
her experiences of deportation. In her book, Le savoir déporté, she reveals the
same ambiguities which Bettelheim had spoken of sixty years earlier. Stern argues
that psychoanalysis does not allow us to understand the Holocaust and cannot
really heal survivors; yet she insists upon the fact that her having been analysed
by Jacques Lacan and later becoming a psychoanalyst, a respected and influential
member of a Lacanian psychoanalytic association, helped her to survive.

Bettelheim, like his fellow psychologists and psychoanalysts who have looked
into the psychological effects of the concentration camps had, at the begin-
ning of his work, begun by accepting the central premise that an event of such
exceptional violence possessed a very singular ability to metamorphose subjects,
whatever these had been before. Such a realization required that the event itself
be made the object of investigation. However, Bettelheim’s subsequent recourse
to the theory of the subject had the unfortunate effect of ‘dissolving’ the event in
order to preserve the theory to which he was so committed.

Conclusion

Bettelheim left a deep and long-lasting mark on psychological thought with
the very early publication of his article on psychological processes in the Nazi
concentration camps. The Holocaust would subsequently become the paradigm
case of psychic trauma in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.®® It is hardly
surprising, given this, that the psychoanalytic notions presented in Bettelheim’s
famous text were reprised almost verbatim and applied to traumatic situations
with no connection whatsoever to the Nazi camps and the Holocaust. This
was in spite of the fact that these notions, such as ‘feelings of guilt’ and ‘grief-
work’,% were highly controversial, often contributed little to an understanding of
the internees” experience, and had in fact proved ineffective when used to treat
survivors.

What can account for this great success, given the proven irrelevance of these
concepts? Through their claim to universality, such concepts allow for the dis-
pensing of a detailed examination. They allow us to get our thinking about evil
and suffering — of whatever nature — out of the way once and for all, for hence-
forth any great catastrophe can be considered as just one facet of a psychological
event about which we already know all there is to know. These concepts allow
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us to erase the singularity of events, giving us the mistaken impression that we
understand everything about everyone, everywhere.

It is most likely for this reason that the notions in question have not appealed to
survivors of the camps, who have never stopped hoping that, one day, somebody
would take into account their specific identity as Jewish survivors. Somebody who
could explain how they were still able to live among other human beings, after
having had to spend so long in close proximity to horror, putrefaction and the
bodies of the dead because of their Jewish identity. Somebody who could show
them how to live again after their own death, make love again and start a family,
discover once more the ability to laugh, to think and enjoy life. Somebody who
would at last reveal the secret: the secret of how, but especially why, did they
come back when their village, their family, their culture had been annihilated?
Why them? Only them?
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Comparative Genocide

Donald Bloxham

The Holocaust and the Concept of Genocide'

One scholar, Zev Garber, called the Holocaust the paradigmatic genocide.?
A second, Guenter Lewy, has rejected the applicability of the term genocide to a
number of candidate events for reasons that seem largely if only implicitly to stem
from the dissimilarity of these events to the Holocaust.® A third, Steven Katz, has
gone so far as to contend that the Holocaust is the only ‘proper’ genocide, owing to
the Nazi determination to murder every last member of the victim group. These
three different views share the common ground that the Holocaust should be at the
centre of our comprehension of genocide, though they vary as to how closely other
cases have to approximate to the Holocaust in order to qualify as genocide. The
assumption of the Holocaust’s centrality to the concept of genocide also underpins
much popular comprehension of the phenomenon, as well as the furious ‘denialism’
of states such as Turkey and Sudan, as those states seek to avoid a label that — they
feel — evinces co-identification with the ultimate international pariah state, (Nazi)
Germany. Such views are not shared by most international jurists who have applied
the only legal definition — the 1948 United Nations Convention on the Prevention
and Punishment of Genocide — to other historical episodes.’

The earliest comparative scholar of genocide was also the man who invented
the term and helped persuade the UN to adopt it: the Polish-Jewish jurist Raphael
Lemkin. Lemkin was determined that the Holocaust was but one example of
genocide among many throughout history, and not the paradigmatic one.® His
determination to codify the crime was not just shaped by the murder of most of
his family by Nazi Germany, but by the Armenian genocide of the First World
War, the increasingly aggressive and intolerant ethnic nationalism of the early
twentieth century in Eastern and central Europe, and, ultimately, a wide-ranging
historical interest in group destruction. Lemkin was in some respects a Herderian
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(after eighteenth-century philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder), believing
in the ethno-linguistic ‘essence’ of individual peoples, or ‘nations’, and was as
concerned with perpetrator attempts to destroy the cultural patterns and repro-
duction of victim groups (by, for example, language bans and the attack on com-
munal institutions) as with the physical destruction of the peoples themselves.”
Lemkin had a still broader view of genocide than that ultimately enshrined in
the UN Convention and especially consequent judicial decisions. International
law stresses direct and indirect physical annihilation, including prevention of
biological (more than cultural) reproduction, and sets a relatively high standard
for the level of such destruction intended by the perpetrator. But just as Lemkin
was a social scientist as well as a jurist, so genocide is a social-scientific concept
as well as a legal one, and legal orthodoxy cannot presuppose the adherence of
non-jurists. Genocide scholars as a whole show no signs of converging on one
or other side of a debate that alternately stresses the conceptual continuum of
group destruction by whatever means, including cultural destruction, and the
phenomenological similarities of particular sorts of destruction (for instance, direct as
opposed to indirect physical destruction, or either of them as opposed to cultural
destruction). The choice of sides one takes in that debate has clear ramifications
for one’s conceptualization of the Holocaust within the spectrum of genocides.

‘Uniqueness’

Much of the early scholarly engagement with the Holocaust gua genocide emerged
from the context of a debate about whether it is su7 generis — ‘unique’, where unique
means more than the everyday uniqueness of any historical event. The uniqueness
claim itself is relatively old, but continues to influence the way the Holocaust is
studied in relation to other genocides. ‘Uniqueness’, or at least some of its key cor-
relates, has arguably entered the doxa — the common belief — of parts of Holocaust
studies, and thus does not necessarily need to be explicitly invoked to remain
significant. It is a special sort of specialness that is claimed. ‘Uniqueness’ refers to
the Nazis’ supposedly utopian intent to murder all Jews, everywhere — a totality
of intent that does not seem to have been present in any other genocide — in the
absence of any political dynamic that might be discernible in other instances.®
Putting the political issues aside for a moment,” it is clear that the intellectual
case for the Holocaust’s uniqueness ultimately rests on comparative considerations:
if it did not there would be nothing to individuate the Holocaust against. But if
comparison is in practice sometimes complicit in the uniqueness claim there is
nothing in principle requiring it to be so. The only thing comparative study pre-
supposes is that the comparators evince some similarities and some differences, with
enough of the former to make comparison worthwhile in the first place: it does not
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a priori prioritize any of the compared features, nor does it provide any means to
do so, and therein lies the intractable problem for the proponent of uniqueness. As
A. Dirk Moses puts it, ‘whether the similarities [between the Holocaust and other
genocides] are more significant than the differences is ultimately a political and
philosophical, rather than a historical question ... Uniqueness is not a category
for historical research; it is a religious or metaphysical category’.!® The claim that
an historical event is ‘unique’ is an incomplete proposition. Something can only
be ‘unique’ in such and such a respect because there is no unitary ‘meaning’ or
‘significance’ of any event. As soon as this is admitted, the idea that ‘the Holocaust’
itself is especially unique at the level of the overall event must be discarded.
What remains is the mundane sense of uniqueness stemming from combinations
of causes and circumstances that are in some measure similar to combinations
elsewhere, and in some measure different.

The three least satisfactory forms of comparative scholarship follow from the
arbitrary prioritization of similarities/differences. If the first seeks to ‘prove’ that
the Holocaust was ‘different’ to all other genocides, by pinpointing its peculiarities
at the expense of its commonalities, the second seeks to ‘prove’ that other given
genocides were ‘just like’ the Holocaust, which involves the opposite procedure.!!
The third form is more pernicious in its connotations, since it implies mitigation
of historical responsibility for genocide. It emerged in the West German ‘histori-
ans’ debate’ (Historikerstreit) of ¢.1985-8. The leading conservative protagonist,
Ernst Nolte, implied that Nazism was a sort of cultural-political reaction to the
phenomenon of revolutionary Bolshevism, and by extension Auschwitz was a
Western version of the crimes of the Bolshevik regime, as manifested especially
in the GULag labour camp system. The idea that Nazism and its most notorious
product were effectively mirror-images of pre-existing political forms and crimes
was held to undermine the notion that either were ‘unprecedented’, thereby
alleviating Germany’s historical burden of guilt.!?

Trajectories of Comparison

Whatever the precise situation regarding uniqueness, there are grounds for opti-
mism that comparative genocide scholarship is on the way to incorporating the
Holocaust in the spirit in which comparison is conducted in other less sensitized
fields of historical inquiry, and the study of the Holocaust can, in turn, fertilize
‘genocide studies’. One purpose of comparison is to illuminate differences, and
therefore the uniqueness (in the mundane sense) of any given object of study in
its individual contexts, in a way that studying the object alone would not allow.
A second purpose is to aim at generalizability within limits, meaning that com-
parison can be one sphere in which history meets political science and sociology.
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The very act of identifying broadly similar phenomena in different temporal and
cultural settings suggests that those phenomena — in this case, genocides — are not
simply aberrations, but are somehow characteristic of broader historical patterns,
wider trends in the development of human societies. In that sense, comparative
study may also satisfy a further goal, by becoming contextual.

Comparative study stands or falls according to methodology and empirics.
On the methodological side, precision in comparison and the way comparative
questions are framed are vital. On the empirical side, the matter hinges on the
comparability of primary and secondary material from which to establish the
history of the component cases. There is an obvious practical problem to extensive
comparative study including the Holocaust, because the scholarship and accessi-
ble evidence on the Holocaust is larger than that on many other cases combined.
Armenia, Rwanda, Cambodia, Yugoslavia (putting aside the question of whether
‘genocide’ is the correct label for aspects of Yugoslavia’s disintegration) and now
the Herero and Nama genocide occupy a distant second place, and innumerable
other instances are barely known beyond small specialist or activist circles. This
problem is only gradually being amended. Earlier comparative scholarship was
also not well placed to redress the balance because of the nature of prevailing
approaches to genocide, which returns us to methodology.

Most of the early comparative questions concerned the causation and patterns
of genocidal events at a very general level.!” The early scholars tended to be social
and political scientists who did not have much empirical data to work with. The
‘first wave’ of genocide scholarship, as it has been called, was crucial in stimulating
a wide interest in the subject and setting the tone for later debate by publishing col-
lections of case studies and creating the first typologies.14 Some of these scholars,
who began working systematically and in numbers only in the 1980s, were clearly
inspired in their work by the Holocaust, but also sought to varying degrees to avoid
a conceptual domination of the field by the study of the Holocaust. Comparative
genocide scholarship, which until recently has been the major product of ‘genocide
studies’, thus spent its early developmental years in an ambivalent relationship to
Holocaust studies, as part by-product, part rejection.

Pioneering work will by definition be open to substantial revision, and the
following observations on the first wave of genocide scholarship should be read
in that positive light. The first observation concerns the weakness of the early
taxonomic approaches. Similarity and difference were sometimes adjudged as
the outcomes of meta-level comparisons and classifications — classifications,
that is, that purported to encapsulate the essential quality of these genocides as
dictated by the overall motive of the perpetrator or the type of political system
within which the perpetrators operated. Kurt Jonassohn deemed that genocides
could be divided into overall categories according to four guiding motives:
elimination of perceived threat; spreading terror; wealth acquisition; and the
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implementation of an ideology.”” On deeper inquiry, these categorizations are
unsatisfactory because they collapse into each other. On one hand, for instance,
genocides in the European colonies that Jonassohn discerned as economic
in motive could only occur given the distinctly ideological prerequisite of the
colonizers’ belief in the inferiority of the colonized.!® On the other hand,
‘ideological’ genocides clearly also have, for instance, contexts of economics,
diplomatic realpolitik, geopolitics, terror, scapegoating or threat perception.”

Other types of meta-level classifications are equally wanting after closer investi-
gation. Alison Palmer argued relatively early on that the term ‘colonial genocide’
conceals as much as it reveals, rhetorically homogenizing often very different
referents whose primary connection is simply that they were perpetrated in the
course of territorial expansion by (white) settlers.'® Much the same criticism
could apply to other supposedly definitive labels like ‘bureaucratic genocide’,
‘industrial genocide’ and even ‘modern genocide’, each of which is an abstraction
from certain aspects only of any given case.

In Jonassohn’s scheme, and that of Leo Kuper,' the Holocaust was very
definitely one of the ‘ideological’ genocides. By ‘ideological’, Jonassohn meant
something like ‘utopian’, which explains the crossover between the panoply of
perpetrators of his ‘ideological’ genocides and those states that have elsewhere been
called ‘totalitarian’. Scholars such as R.J. Rummel and William D. Rubinstein
have laid great emphasis on ‘totalitarian’ as well as ‘authoritarian’ regimes, one of
the implications of which has been to distinguish them from those in the liberal
democratic tradition.?® This notion that ‘moderate’, liberal states are immune
from genocide has been summarily undermined by many scholars of colonial
history as they examine, say, white settlement in the Americas or Australasia:
while such states may be less likely to commit domestic genocide, the rule, if such
it is, does not apply in their foreign affairs.?! As Karl Marx pointed out, domestic
harmony may often be based on overseas exploitation and worse.??

There are important positive exceptions to my generalizations about the trends
within ‘first-wave’ genocide scholarship, and they tend to be cases where the com-
pared genocidal instances were relatively few and the comparisons concomitantly
deep rather than schematic. The best early exemplars of this sort of work were
Helen Fein and Robert Melson, and the tradition they began finds continuation
today in the work of Jacques Sémelin.”> Melson’s work on specific precipitant
themes in genocide, notably the causal linkages between war, revolution and
genocide, also forms some of the intellectual background to the latter-day com-
parative work of the likes of Michael Mann, Eric Weitz and (on war specifically)
Martin Shaw.?* It is no coincidence that the Holocaust and the Second World
War play a central role in the work of most of these scholars. Like Melson and
Fein, Kuper was also concerned with structural determinants of genocide. He put
particular emphasis on a theory basis on ethically plural societies, a line of thought
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developed in the works of Susan Olzak and Roger Peterson on the violent poten-
tial attendant upon rapid changes in stratified inter-ethnic relations.?

If the temptation to lay the world’s ills at the door of authoritarian and parti-
cularly totalitarian states was strong for obvious reasons during the Cold War, one
term that captured the political and, therefore, historical imagination after the end
of the bipolar Cold War was ‘globalization’. The idea of an ever-more intercon-
nected world centred on a Western political-economic core sent scholars from
across the humanistic and social scientific disciplines scurrying to find historical
precursors and antecedents in the expansion of the West before the twentieth
century. The notion of tying discrete events and national histories to transnational
and international processes was replicated in genocide scholarship.?® A contem-
porary interest in the connections between genocide in the European colonies
and genocide at Europe’s core should be understood within this framework, and
the work on that nexus, by the likes of Jiirgen Zimmerer and A. Dirk Moses,
represents some of the most theoretically sophisticated comparative scholarship.?”

Most of today’s comparative scholarship hinges less on meta-level compari-
sons and more on meso-level themes: particular structures, contexts, perpetrator
cohorts, moments of precipitation and so on. The most fruitful comparative
endeavours are exemplified by: Moses’ twin emphasis on ‘colonialism’ as shorthand
for the relations and crises engendered by the ‘real” structured process of coercive
settlement, and as an ‘ideal’ conception of domination that ‘legitimates’ violence
by the ‘colonized” irrespective of real power relations;*® Benjamin Valentino’s study
of the strategic and functional purposes genocide can serve for political elites;?
Mann’s interest in explosive moments of expanded political participation and con-
testation,’® and Christian Gerlach’s related focus on the role of social strata outside
the realms of formal power, and temporary coalitions of violence;?! Adam Jones
and Elisa von Joeden-Forgey’s consideration of the gendered aspects of perpetra-
tion as well as victimhood;** and studies of the organization of genocidal states,
or the role of bureaucracies, paramilitaries, armies and police forces.>> Systemic
shortcomings in such studies tend to arise only if their authors claim too great an
explanatory potential in any given case. Mann’s The Dark Side of Democracy is very
successful in many respects but (by Mann’s own candid admission) less so at fitting
the Holocaust into its depiction of the violent potential of ethnically plural socie-
ties as they pass through key developmental phases when the ethnic identity of the
state and its territorial integrity is contested from within. Those studies that have
gone furthest in putting Nazism into colonial perspective have indeed shed much
light on European and Nazi colonialism, but German colonial designs and the
Final Solution were not always interdependent, and the Final Solution spread for
complex reasons well beyond the space designated for the future German empire.>

There will always be tensions between general and specific approaches in
any field of inquiry, but tensions can be productive, as specialists and grand
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conceptualizers hone each other’s assumptions and methodology. Arguably the
scholar to have fused approaches to best effect is Mark Levene. His work Genocide
in the Age of the Nation-State sees the state form as the prime expression of a hyper-
competitive, resource-hungry modern international political economic system.
The system forms the basic unit of analysis in a post-Industrial Revolution and
post-French Revolution world. The pressures pursuant to intra-systemic compe-
tition may be expressed in external war and expansion, both of which can issue in
annihilatory tendencies beyond state boundaries, but also in a demand for inzernal
homogeneity in the interests of assuring the loyalty and collective endeavour
of the population. The theory has the virtue of broad explanatory claims that
nevertheless depend neither on spurious universalism nor essentialism. It has tem-
poral and political-cultural parameters, however broad, and puts the explanatory
emphasis for genocide on crisis moments within this system, rather than atavistic
hatreds or radical ideologies or totalitarian movements, each of which is seen as
a product of the competitive system rather than a root cause of its problems.*

Perhaps unsurprisingly, since a still large number of genocide scholars (like
most people in general) remain inclined to think in terms of the basic benefi-
cence of an international order dominated by ideologies of developmentalism and
growth maximization, Levene’s theory has not been tested as it should have been.
His theory is, after all, as susceptible as any other to qualification on the basis
of empirics, and even if its major premises are granted, then there is still much
debate to be had even at the theoretical level about the weighting that should be
given within the ‘system’ to, say, specific ideologies, state forms and sorts of crisis,
as well as to the question of what constitutes a crisis.

Future Trends in Genocide Studies?

One important aspect of comparative scholarship is not historical per se but
rather historiographical. It entails the deployment in the study of other genocides
of analytical tools honed in the study of the Holocaust. Here comparison is
implicit rather than explicit. The danger with this tendency is that it can further
the process of imposing a Holocaust ‘model’ on to other genocides but it has
the potential benefit of avoiding blind alleys and pitfalls that have already been
negotiated in Holocaust studies. It is, for instance, a hallmark of the early study
of diverse genocides that they are depicted as highly premeditated events — the
first historiographical shoots on the Armenian and Rwandan genocides illustrated
this pattern, as did that on the Final Solution, each of which seemed to assume
that events of the terrible dimensions of genocide must have been preceded by
discrete and monumental decisions, or detailed blueprints. And yet the accumula-
tion of knowledge about context and the complexity of policy-making within the
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perpetrator polity has shown in each case either that more than one ‘decision’ took
place, suggesting phases of policy-escalation, or that no specific decision per se
was ever taken, implying an ongoing series of dialectics between intention and
contingency, structure and agency, and agents within and beyond the geographical,
hierarchical and official power centres respectively.

As genocide studies matures, however, it may be a victim of its own popular-
ity, because the establishment of genocide as a legitimate, ‘mainstream’ subject
of interest within various disciplines may mean its partial incorporation or even
subsumption as those disciplines accept and in turn remould it. This process of
remoulding may be particularly significant beyond disciplines like international
law, where acquaintance with the disciplinary concepts and idioms are more
important than deep knowledge of the events considered in the disciplinary
forum. Thus, for instance, area-studies specialists building an interest in genocide
into their standard investigative activities into their ‘area’ have some significant
advantages over genocide studies generalists because of their linguistic skills and
acquaintance with regional histories, archives and peoples.

The area-studies factor is of added import when we consider the strong policy-
orientation of some genocide scholarship, given that since 1945 genocide has
tended to occur outside the “West” from which most comparative genocide scholars
spring. And it will presumably continue to occur disproportionately outside the
West, especially in those poorest areas of the world least prepared infrastructurally
for, and likely to be most affected by, the coming wars of resource scarcity and
refugee movement that will accompany anthropogenic climate change.

Reflecting on ‘new’ contexts and forms of genocide raises another question.
The rejection of the idea that there is a ‘paradigmatic genocide’ has already
occurred for many academics, but there are signs that even an expanded concep-
tion of ‘genocide’ may not be adequate to contain the range of phenomena of
mass violence that are now being studied more intensively than ever before.””
Civil wars, insurgency and counter-insurgency campaigns, state-induced (or state-
exacerbated) famines, and the ‘structural violence’ of developmentalism and
environmental degradation each overlap to a lesser or greater extent with chang-
ing series of ideas of what genocide is. And, in truth, it has never made much
sense to abstract events that happen to pass the bar of qualification for genocide
from other instances of violence that do not pass the bar, but that are still enacted
by the same perpetrators and/or around the same time and place. The Nazi case
provides as clear an example as any of instances of outright genocide that cannot
be understood without reference to other sub-genocidal mass murders and mass
deportations conducted in the same context of empire and race-warfare.

Even if these speculated trends mean that ‘genocide studies’ mutates into some-
thing less focused on the ‘g-word’ and more pre-occupied with, say, the contextual
study of mass political violence as broadly defined, they do not signal the end of
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comparative study, only its modification. Some such modifications have been sug-
gested by Scott Straus. Straus observes that comparative genocide studies at present
have a ‘no variance’ character: students of genocide examine cases that have hap-
pened but not instances where genocide might have been predicted but did not
occur. The search for key variables in the onset or otherwise of genocide and other
instances of mass violence necessarily involves studying both types of case. In the
interests of meaningful ‘testing’ of variables, Straus points out that it is better to
restrict comparative study to more in-depth analysis of particular areas of the world
that have more internally similar cultures, political systems and resource issues,
rather than comparing across vast tracts of time and space where fewer of the varia-
bles are constant.?® This seems like a fruitful way of maintaining, within manageable
intellectual parameters, the moral-intellectual task that inspired genocide studies as a
discipline: establishing patterns of genocide perpetration with a view to prevention.

As genocide studies develops, the comparative historiographical process can
also work in reverse, with the study of other genocides informing that of the
Holocaust. For instance, one can detect a connection between the growing inter-
est in the hands-on, neighbour-on-neighbour violence of the Holocaust in the
killing fields of Eastern Europe (particularly eastern Poland, the Baltic states,
Belarus and Ukraine) in the 1990s and the similar violence of the Rwandan
and Yugoslavian genocides of the same decade.? Study of the sexual violence of
those recent genocides has also gone alongside a growing interest in the issue in
the Holocaust years. Likewise, Petersen’s work on ‘political emotions’, assessing
the relative significance of factors like fear, or intergroup resentment of perceived
status differences, has influenced the work of Anton Weiss-Wendt regarding local
collaboration in the Holocaust in Estonia.%’

Certain new forms of intellectual integration ironically result in a partial
disaggregation of the Holocaust. Greater access to Eastern European archives
after the end of the Cold War facilitated a wave of regional studies of the Final
Solution based not just on German sources but on local documentation; these
studies highlighted local specificities and the rather ad hoc beginnings of an over-
all policy that only gradually crystallized into something like a coherent whole.
The regional turn has recently been enhanced by the study of bystanders to,
and non-German participants in, the Holocaust in their own national, social and
economic contexts. Cathie Carmichael, Alexander Prusin, Timothy Snyder and
I have written of the way that the murder of the Jews by Germans and others
in large swathes of Eastern and East-Central Europe during Second World War
fits to some extent with a pre-Nazi chronology of inter-ethnic violence from
the earlier crises and collapse of the Romanov and Habsburg empires whose
borderlands comprised the region.*! Holly Case shows how vital was the long-
standing Hungarian-Romanian antagonism over Transylvania to the variable
radicalism of each state’s Jewish policy in 1941-4.4
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My own recent work (7he Final Solution: a Genocide, 2009) has tried to
ask what light the policies of other states around the period throw on to the
Final Solution and vice versa, both in terms of general patterns or logics of mass
murder, and in terms of more direct causal connections. I introduce a thumb-
nail sketch of it here simply as an example of fusing comparative studies into a
contextual approach to the life of a continent undergoing its greatest upheaval
since the Thirty Years War. (The reader of my book will note that I discuss the
specificities of German and Nazi history in great detail there; those specificities
are largely absent here for the reasons of space and of focusing on the interna-
tional comparative and contextual themes.) I have sought to respect the singular
and shared aspects of what we now call the Holocaust by incorporating it into a
wider and longer history of violence in which it was a partially but not entirely
discrete entity. What, in brief, might the Holocaust look like in this light?

A Comparative and Contextual Approach
to the Holocaust*?

The broad context is provided firstly by the crises and dissolution of the older
European dynastic empires (the Ottoman, Romanov and Habsburg) from the
later nineteenth century onwards, and the establishment in their stead of a
number of insecure, aggressive post-imperial polities, especially nation-states.
Secondly, we have the intrusion of three new imperial influences into the
contested spaces vacated by that process of imperial dissolution, from the Baltic
to the Black Sea and the eastern and southern Mediterranean, and from the
changing eastern and western borders of Germany and Russia respectively: fascist
Italy, the Soviet Union and, particularly for our purposes, Nazi Germany. These
contested areas were the places where, for the most part, the most violent popu-
lation politics were enacted during the Second World War era, but they were
also the site of much other violence in the quest for land and ethnic supremacy,
particularly since the effective end of the Ottoman empire in Europe as precipi-
tated by the eastern crisis of 1875-8. The violence that Europe projected into its
colonies in the nineteenth century was brought back into the continent from the
end of that century as Europe imploded under its own modernizing pressures.
The geographical context was also the location of the interface between the three
great monotheistic religions, and it is a widely overlooked aspect of the period that
many of the most vicious intergroup dynamics were superimposed on religious
cleavages. That was as true for the different Christian sects in the Polish-Ukrainian
and Croat-Serb conflicts of the Second World War as for the much more pro-
tracted Muslim-Christian-Jewish dynamic. The greatest violence of the later nine-
teenth century had Muslims as it victims, as Tsarist Russia expanded its borders at
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the expense of the Ottomans, and the Christian nationalists of new Balkan states
‘ethnically cleansed’ Muslims associated with historic Ottoman dominance. Then
it was the turn of the Ottoman Christians, as Istanbul used violence against alleg-
edly disloyal populations: the Armenians and Assyrians suffered waves of massacre
culminating in genocide. Continuing with the ethno-religious theme, Tsarist and
‘White Russian’ violence against Jews in the turmoil of the First World War and
the Russian civil war was a particularly pronounced feature of the general mass
anti-civilian violence in the wide western marches of the Romanov empire, as in
Central Asia in 1916 was Russian repression of Kyrgyz Muslims. At the end of
the First World War era, the internationally sponsored ethnic cleansing of “Turks’
and ‘Greeks’ (meaning Muslims and Orthodox Christians) was the last burst of
such violence — until the attacks on and evictions of Balkan Muslims in both the
Second World War and after the Cold War.

Among many victim and perpetrator groups both in and beyond Europe
at this time of intensified nationalism, rapid industrialization and heightened
imperial competition, Jews were a particularly common target. Like Christians in
the Ottoman state, pre-existing cultural stereotypes, based particularly on ideas
of economic exploitation and transnational affiliation, provided the template into
which ethno-nationalist and even racist conceptions of their otherness could fit.
Both Ottoman Christians and European Jews ultimately suffered more than they
had ever done before with the advent of a secularizing modernity that promised
to empower them by emancipation and thus seemed to the majority populations
to be reversing traditional patterns of domination.

The alleged rise to power of the Jews in the Bolshevik revolution was only
the most powerful indicator of this supposed trend, and thus the most powerful
motor of antisemitism. Without the newly stoked indigenous antisemitisms that,
along with other factors, prompted tens of thousands of Latvians, Lithuanians,
Ukrainians and (to a lesser extent) Belarussians to collaborate with German forces
in the Soviet territories and beyond, the Final Solution could not have achieved
the dimensions it did there. Yet some similar reactions can be observed to the
minorities treaties imposed on various polities by the great powers at the end of
the ‘eastern crisis’ in 1878 and again after the First World War. The notion that
Armenian Christians had broken the contract with the Muslim state by appealing
to the great powers for the ‘protection’ that manifested itself in the Berlin Treaty
of 1878 was a key moment in the deterioration of relations that led to the First
World War genocide. At the height of the Holocaust in 1942 Ion Antonescu
observed that his predecessor as Romanian leader, Ion C. Bratianu, had, by his
acquiescence to the Berlin Treaty terms, granted civil rights to Jews which ‘com-
promised the Romanian economy and the purity of our race’, and that after the
First World War the ‘Yids’ had conspired with Britain and the United States to
dictate the treaty terms.% There was an element of contingency to Germany’s
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leading the European assault on the Jews, but it is much less ‘surprising’ that
much of the continent as a whole turned upon the Jews at this time.

The idea of continuums of prejudice across the temporal and physical boun-
daries of Nazi Germany brings other polities helpfully into view. As a legitima-
tion for genocide, racism sits alongside other exclusionary beliefs that have the
potential to attribute malign characteristics to all members of another group, or
at least to justify their destruction in the name of a higher goal. The connec-
tions on which we might focus inhere in actions and institutions: there is indeed
a connection with, on the one hand, Nazi ideology and practice as manifested
in, say, the SS’s central offices for immigration and emigration that operated
in Poland, and, on the other hand, the late Ottoman state’s Directorate for the
Settlement of Tribes and Immigrants, which simultaneously housed and strategi-
cally settled Muslim refugees from the Balkan conflicts of the First World War
era and marshalled the murderous deportations of the Armenians, or Romania’s
State Undersecretariat of Colonization and Evacuated Populations, established in
1940 to manage a Romanian-Bulgarian population exchange and tasked also with
‘Aryanization’ and the general ‘Romanization’ of the state.

Self-evidently Nazi antisemitism was more codified and central to state
ideology than was the antisemitism of other states at the time, but as years
of ‘functionalist’ scholarship have shown, there was still no straight line from
Nazi racism to genocide, no logic of policy even if there was arguably a logic
of abstract idea. To that I would add that there was no straight line either from
genocide in the territories of the growing German empire to the fully European-
wide genocide that we now recognize. (By ‘the growing German empire’ I refer
primarily to Poland, the occupied territories of the USSR, Germany itself and
those lands annexed to Germany from 1938—41, as well as the Netherlands which
was scheduled to be incorporated — but the same logic of murder in directly
German-ruled territory applied to Greece and Serbia.) As with other genocidal
regimes, I would argue that the German perpetrators were primarily concerned
with an ‘inner enemy,” albeit that the territory within which that ‘enemy’ dwelt
was, by late 1941 and by dint of German conquest, enormous and containing a
large proportion of the world’s Jewish population. That concern with the ‘inner
enemy’ was perhaps inevitable at the level of simple politics, given the heavy bias
of interests amongst regional administrators, from SS officials on the ground to
the German Gauleiter and the civil administrations in the east, towards getting
their own areas ‘free of Jews’ by increasingly radical means, as initial attempts at
emigration, expulsion and then deportation were frustrated firstly by the expan-
sion of German territory (and concomitant increase in the number of Jews under
German rule) and secondly by the protracted war situation.

German dominion in the east in particular, in this area of the ethnic German
diaspora, ‘inferior’ Slavic populations and the ‘seedbed’ of world Jewry — the Pale of
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Settlement — was predicated upon assumptions about the ‘diminution’ and enslave-
ment of many millions of non-Germans and the removal of the Jews, whether
through deportation or, as it transpired, murder. Genocide, whether immediate or
by attrition, was inherent in these designs in 2 way it was not in Germany’s relation-
ship to the Jews of Europe outside of the areas denoted. Even solely confined to
‘greater Germany’ and the eastern and southeastern lands of direct German rule,
the Holocaust would of course have consumed about five in six of the Jews that
it did, and some of Himmler’s pronouncements about the progress of genocide
in the year 1943 suggest the extent to which ‘cleansing’ the German empire of
Jews was arguably the highest priority of Jewish policy from the perspective of
its central overall executor. Most important, Himmler’s infamous October 1943
secret Posen speeches discussing the murder of the Jews were phrased in the past
tense. They were made shortly after the last transports of Jews from in and around
the Generalgouvernement (the new administrative district including the German-
occupied part of Poland not annexed to the Reich) had arrived at the Aktion
Reinhard extermination camps, and at a time when the vast majority of Jews in
the USSR had already been murdered, and almost all of the Jews of the expanded
‘Reich’ and other areas of direct German rule had been deported to their deaths.

The idea that Himmler should have talked in the past sense at this point only
sounds strange with hindsight, since hindsight tells us that some of the most
infamous episodes of the Holocaust in wider Europe would only occur several
months later. It is certainly clear that by late 1943 there had long since been
extensive (if in many cases only partially successful) attempts to induce other
states to deport their Jewish populations. But the extension of genocide to the
rest of Europe depended on three major and connected factors, none of which
was exclusively ideological in Jonassohn’s utopian sense. The first factor was the
competitive administrative-political agendas of the two agencies whose influence
in Jewish policy was (unlike the Gauleiter and other offices already mentioned)
invested in its extension beyond Germany’s imperium: the Foreign Office
and, especially, the SS’s Reich Security Head Office (RSHA). The second factor
concerns the German state agenda as a whole — its agenda as a regional great
power at war. Whatever the SS’s manifest dedication to as extensive a deportation
programme as possible, more important than the principle of genocide for the
state in itself was using the complicity of other states as a way of binding them to
the German war effort. This brings us to the third factor: the fluctuating attitudes
of Germany’s allies in the contexts of alliance policy and the geopolitical contesta-
tions of the post-imperial ‘space’ of Eastern and South-eastern Europe.

Nazi Germany’s agenda as a great power in the interwar period had involved
playing on ethnic fears and antagonisms as a way of fracturing the 1918 peace
settlement. But Germany could only encourage what was already there, and the
independent states concerned only went as far in antisemitic policy as was in their
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own economic and geopolitical interest. Germany was especially successful in first
instance in states that had emerged from the First World War with territorial
losses. As Germany divided up Eastern Europe along with the USSR in 1939-40
it was in a position to reverse a number of the post- First World War boundary
awards, with Hungary and Bulgaria gaining territory at the expense of Romania,
Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia and Greece.

As territory changed hands, any so-called ‘foreign’ populations dwelling on it
were in danger from their new masters. They were in danger firstly because they
were seen as potential grounds for future irredentist claims by the recently dispos-
sessed state; because as non-conationals they were simply distrusted; and because
since the territory was only freshly acquired there were often fewer issues of citizen-
ship and fewer ties of integration into the non-Jewish community or even residual
compassion with which to be concerned. Thus Bulgaria followed up its acquisi-
tion of Dobruja from Romania with a population exchange of Bulgarians and
Romanians between the two states, and was prepared to allow Germany to deport
to their deaths Jews from the Macedonian and Thracian territories acquired from
Greece and Yugoslavia. Hungary evicted into the Ukraine Jews from the areas it
acquired from Slovakia. Romania swiftly learned the lesson. The desire to regain
the territory it had just lost led it to join the German alliance under a much more
radical leadership, and as it regained Bessarabia and Bukovina from the USSR on
the German invasion of summer 1941, it began expelling and ultimately murdering
the Jews of the two regions. It was not prepared, however, to surrender to German
hands the Jews of the core lands of ‘old Romania’.

It was not just a matter of German policy influencing other states and peoples; the
process worked in reverse, too. It is no coincidence that the first SS Einsatzgruppe
(mobile killing unit) to progress to the murder of Soviet Jews of all ages and both
sexes did so in the context of much local collaboration in killing in the Baltic. On 19
August 1941 Hitler not only suggested that Europe was presenting a ‘united front’
against the Jews, he also implied that Romania was actually showing the way by the
extent of its killing in Bessarabia and Bukovina, which was more extensive at that
point than was the SS murder of Jews in neighbouring Ukraine. As to the expand-
ing deportation programme, from the end of October 1941 the German Foreign
Office approached Romania, Slovakia and Croatia about the possibility of deporting
Jews of their citizenship who happened to be living in Germany. This would help
fill deportation quotas of German Jews bound for Poland, and in retrospect it set a
precedent for later, more extensive deportations from those states themselves. The
states agreed, not caring less about these relatively few Jews, and being at the height
of their own antisemitism. This initial diplomatic success explains the certainty
of RSHA head Reinhard Heydrich and the Foreign Office representative Martin
Luther around the Wannsee conference of January 1942, as they proclaimed to
foresee no difficulties in getting other countries to surrender their Jews.
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But Heydrich’s confidence about the fully European success of the Final Solution
was not justified, except for places like Slovakia where Germany capitalized early on
antisemitic synergies and deported to their deaths most of the Slovakian Jews from
late March 1942 onwards. We should not see the Slovakian deportations of 1942 as
something foisted on to Slovakia by the hegemonic power, though clearly Slovakia
existed in Germany’s shadow: the deportations were more a matter of Germany
encouraging and facilitating the removal of an unwanted population whose demise
also enriched many Slovakians and the Slovak state. With German defeats from mid-
1942, however, and especially after the Stalingrad defeat at the close of that year, the
antisemitic ‘multiplier effect’ was cancelled out as other states began to anticipate
an Allied victory and reduced their cooperation with Germany over Jewish policy,
such that few of the RSHA’s deportation programmes from outside the area of
direct German control were fully carried through. There was little even Hitler could
do about the reluctant states through diplomatic pressure, despite his exhortations
to Hungary’s Regent Horthy and Bulgaria’s King Boris in April 1943. But Hitler’s
direct, pro-active involvement is telling, since it was rare in the genocide.

Here, I would argue, it is important to conceive of Germany less as a racial
state with an implacable desire for genocide on principal and more as an utterly
ruthless great power concerned with the control and solidity of its sphere of
interest, in the form of its wartime alliance — though these two things were by no
means necessarily incompatible. As the war progressed, and Germany’s fortunes
were reversed, increasing diplomatic pressure was exerted upon the other Axis
states to deport their Jews, lest the Allies have a wedge to drive between them.
That said, Germany could not push too hard lest it drive its partners away:
in other words, tens and hundreds of thousands of Romanian and Bulgarian
Jews were actually within grasp had the Nazis been prepared (as they were
not, contrary to the popular view) to compromise the war effort to reach them.
In another variant of the pattern, in subordinate France, where French reticence
on deportations of ‘fully French’ Jews was not associated with potential ‘betrayal’,
but only with the possibility of impeding economic and other forms of collabora-
tion if all categories of Jews were pursued en masse, Himmler was prepared to
suspend mass deportations of French citizens at an important phase in late 1942
to mid-1943. This decision contributed to the high survival rate of French Jews
as opposed to the Jewish non-citizens residing in France, which should be con-
trasted with the far higher deportation and death rates for all categories of Jews in
the to-be-incorporated Netherlands, where the German civilian and SS presence
was far more intrusive and uncompromising.

Now the picture of a deceleration of the Holocaust across the continent
outside the German empire from early 1943, even as murder continued apace
within that empire, is most obviously qualified by the murder of Hungarian
Jewry in 1944. But the Hungarian episode was also the part of the genocide that
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hinged most on wartime contingency. In other words, it might well not have
happened. Moreover, the prospect of deporting Jews was not a significant factor
in the Wehrmacht’s strategic decision to enter Hungary in March 1944. The
Allied push into Italy the previous autumn and the continuing Soviet advance
through the Ukraine had led the Hungarian leadership into considering Allied
peace overtures. Since Hungary had wobbled in the Axis alliance, however, the
Jewish question provided a means to pressure Budapest to prove its allegiance
to Germany through criminal complicity, as well as fulfilling the exterminatory
desire that would otherwise have been thwarted in Hungary.

The most obvious way in which the German influence was channelled into
the Hungarian administration was through the rapid establishment of more
radically antisemitic personnel at the head of the government and gendarmerie,
and the presence of a relatively large number of German Sicherheitspolizei (the
SS Security Police) and other police personnel. But the issue of different classes
of Hungarian Jew, of different levels of Hungarian concern for Jews in different
places and with different levels of assimilation, did not disappear. The country
was divided into different deportation zones. The first and largest deportations to
take place were from the Carpatho-Ruthenian region taken from Czechoslovakia
in 1938, and from northern Transylvania, taken from Romania in 1940. The
Jews there were not considered ‘Magyarized’, and their removal would elicit less
of an outcry. Nearly 290,000 of the 438,000 deportees came from those regions.
Most of the rest came from the provinces. Of the 255,000 Jews (based on the
obviously problematic Nazi ‘racial’ definition) who survived the Holocaust in
Hungary as a result of the developments enumerated below, some 190,000 had
been citizens of Hungary within its 1920 borders.

Why did the deportations end before Hungary disgorged even these more
favoured Jewish citizens? Because the balance of alliance politics was about to shift
again, with Romania’s defection to the Allied side on 23 August 1944. Germany
could not then push the Jewish question for fear that Hungary might follow
Romania’s example and trade sides if pressed too hard. Hungary re-emphasized
its alliance commitment because it now saw the opportunity to gain territory at
Romania’s expense during the war. On 25 August, once Hungary had seemingly
bound itself to Germany in the war effort again, and in tune with the mood in
Budapest that ran against an ever-more all-encompassing deportation policy,
Himmler forbade further deportations. Despite horrifically violent antisemitic
Hungarian aftermaths, and later forced-march deportations for forced labour
for Germany, the centralized genocide of the Hungarian Jews was drawing to
an end. The changing dynamics of the very European crisis that had created the
conditions for the continental assault on the Jews now helped curtail the assault.

The Hungarian story shows that what we now call the Holocaust can be partially
dismantled into national and regional components. At one point in European
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history these components came together in a way that was neither inevitable, as
can be seen by their divergence later in the war, nor purely fortuitous, as can be
seen by the common choices of target — most obviously Jews, though also very
often Roma, too.
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The Body
Christopher E. Forth

Can one imagine the Holocaust without thinking about bodies? The graphic
images of the slaughter are now etched in Western consciousness like the tattoos
imprinted on the arms of inmates. Emaciated limbs, gaunt faces and hollow
eyes stare out at us from countless photographs since the camps were liberated,
and numerous survivor accounts have filled in the details of daily life during the
Holocaust. As Primo Levi observed, in the camps the human body was treated
as ‘an object, an anonymous thing belonging to no one’; it was thus capable of
being put to any number of uses — medical experimentation, sexual violence,
casual brutality, pointless killing.! Survivors recalled that the divestment of eve-
ryday expectations about such basic things as hygiene accelerated this collapse
of the person into sheer physicality.? In addition to the emaciation and diseases
it also brought, starvation destroyed the libido and halted menstruation. Food
became the sole object of personal fantasies: women were sometimes reducing to
trading sex for bread® while the so-called Muselminner, those so degraded that
they resembled the walking dead, inhabited a kind of limbo between human and
inhuman that no one wanted to behold.* But it is perhaps the dead bodies that
most haunt the imagination, some left in piles to rot for weeks, others bulldozed
into mass graves, still others turned into ‘human smoke’ and never seen again.’
No doubt we may have now passed the ‘saturation point’ beyond which, as
Susan Sontag famously predicted, these images may fail to deliver the impact they
once did.® Yet however we respond to these images today, it is the bodies that
stick with us as the most palpable visual record of the Holocaust. Such shockingly
instrumental approaches to the human body and utter disregard for personhood
were also displayed during the Nuremburg trials — most famously a shrunken head,
flayed skin and a bar of soap supposedly made from human fat — as further evi-
dence of what a deviation from civilization the whole Nazi enterprise represented.
Such ‘evidence’ reinforced for many the satisfying belief that the Holocaust was a

155



Writing the Holocaust

monstrous ‘crime of atavism’ rather than one of modernity, thus aligning the Nazis
with the ‘barbaric’ practices of the head-shrinkers and cannibals of the world and
distancing them from the ‘rational’ mainstream of Western society.”

Despite recounting these gruesome facts, in making a case for including
‘the body’ in our approach to the Holocaust it is not my intention to catalogue the
atrocities inflicted by the Nazis, details of which can be obtained from just about
any memoir or history of the camps.® Rather, I propose that, in approaching the
relationship between the Holocaust and ‘the body’, we are better off expanding
our view of how corporeality functions in relation to race, gender and memory.
This means thinking beyond our common-sense view of what ‘the body’ is. For
instance, in a recent book the noted historian Jeffrey Herf underscores the over-
whelmingly political threat that Jews were made to represent during the Second
World War. As supposed allies of the Soviet Union and Britain, and then of the
United States, the Jews were transformed through Nazi propaganda into the
internal enemies of the state. Herf thus contends that ‘the radical anti-Semitic
ideology that justified and accompanied the mass murder of European Jewry
was first and foremost a paranoid political, rather than biological, conviction
and narrative ... From the Nazis’ perspective, it was the Jews’ actions, not their
bodies, that justified mass murder’.”

Herf’s historical point is well taken — others have convincingly written about
the complex factors leading up to the Final Solution — but his relegation of
‘bodies’ to the domain of biological racism underestimates the extent to which
Jews and ‘Jewishness” were viewed as quasi-physical problems, both ‘material” in
the sense of being racially different, but also phantasmic in the indeterminateness
of the threat they seemed to pose. What many scholars mean by the ‘body’ is as
much imagined as it is physical, an experiential ground of perceptions as well
as a figure of cultural representations. This is one reason why the extermination
of Jews reflected not only the pseudo-scientific need to ensure the purity of the
Aryan ‘race’, but a vague and slippery sense of Jewish ‘otherness’ conveyed most
vividly through metaphors of pollution, contagion and contamination. It is this
imagined — but still viscerally experienced — threat that allows Zygmunt Bauman
to write persuasively of how ‘the conceptual Jew has been historically construed
as the universal “viscosity” of the Western world’.!

The logic by which certain people are relegated to the category of the disgust-
ing and polluting is as old as figurative conceptions of the nation-state as an
organic whole, though such thinking has arguably become more acute since the
gradual integration of medical tropes and political thought since the seventeenth
century.'! When enemies of society are executed it is hard to reduce the deed to
purely ‘political” considerations, especially in light of the highly charged rhetoric
than is often used to describe these threats. Traitors and cowards have historically
been viewed as examples of disgusting softness and corruption, as if their very
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presence represents an intolerably troubling reminder of human weakness and
vulnerability, just as criminals have been imagined as dangerous ‘microbes’ since
the late 1800s.'* The growing use of medical imagery in political discourses has
helped to sanitize, and thus seemingly rationalize, measures taken to ‘cleanse’ or
‘cure’ the body politic of its perceived threats: to destroy a political menace is like
cutting away from the body politic a cancer or infection, and is thus treated as an
advisable form of violence committed by the body politic upon itself. Even when
political rationales for extermination outweigh medical ones in policy making,
the body remains essential for thinking about genocide, if only as a powerfully
mobilizing metaphor seeking to describe the phantasmic threat posed by those
condemned to die. The role of the body in the Holocaust thus cannot be reduced
to scientific racism alone.

In this chapter I briefly consider three ways in which the body has
been employed by scholars to approach the complexity of the Holocaust.
Although some of this discussion addresses the body in a more general and
abstract way, due to space restrictions my emphasis will be on Jewish bodies and
experiences.

The Body and Civilization

Seeking to account for the political and emotional structures that have served
to legitimate mass killing, some social theorists have approached totalitarianism
as intimately related to wider Western anxieties about the body, which since
antiquity has been devalued as a basis for knowledge and distrusted as the seat
of unruly passions. Rather than viewing state-sponsored antisemitism merely as a
development localized in a specific time and place, theorists like Max Horkheimer
and Theodor Adorno see it as one possible consequence of the general movement
of Western civilization."® Since ancient times, they claim, the body has played a
double role in Western culture. Historically rejected as a source of weakness and
vulnerability and the locus of emotions that threaten to cloud rational judgment,
it is also secretly ‘desired as something forbidden, objectified, and alienated’.'
This love-hate relationship with ‘the body’ — which in this usage really refers
almost exclusively to the body’s capacity for emotional excess, ‘softness’, vulner-
ability and mortality — has produced some negative and even disastrous effects.
Viewed from the perspective of a purely instrumental rationality concerned
with efficiency rather than properly human interests, the body is defined as a
mere thing capable of being possessed and deployed in industry, business or
warfare. Like the rest of a disenchanted nature turned into objects for human
manipulation, it is effectively deprived of a life of its own, becoming just another

‘dead thing, the “corpus™.?
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For Horkheimer and Adorno this is true even of the most apparently benign
practices that aim to structure and control the body: even methods of discipline
and physical training bear ‘the closest affinity with killing’ in that they too seek
to conquer the living spontaneity of embodied existence. Gymnasts, boy scouts,
bodybuilders and all others engaged in an apparent glorification of the body thus
end up destroying it in other ways, not least because they consciously seek to
emphasize its machine-like qualities while trying to efface its unpredictable and
thus troublesome potential: “They see the body as a moving mechanism, with
joints as its components and flesh to cushion the skeleton. They use the body and
its parts as though they were already separated from it.’'¢

The authors argue that Europe’s ‘underground history’ is taken over by the
negative ways in which it has systematically treated the body as something separate
from and inferior to the mind, creating a situation in which our ‘relationship with
the human body is maimed from the outset’” [emphasis added]."” As a kind of
‘maiming’ this breaking apart of the unity of the human being is like a form of
‘trauma’ whose effects persist well beyond the initial wound. After all, given our
essential and inescapable embodiment, such an imaginary severing of body and
mind would need to occur constantly, even if its effects are at best illusory and
ephemeral. Moreover, the kind of person who inflicts and endures such wounding
is not some abstract human being, but is quite frequently male. Seeing in Odysseus’
encounter with the Sirens an example of the masculinization of reason against the
putative ‘femininity’ of the passions, Horkheimer and Adorno elsewhere observe
that men ‘had to do fearful things to themselves before the self, the identical,
purposive, and virile nature of man, was formed’, by which they mean the attempt
to separate from themselves all that seems soft, feminine and weak. These ‘fearful
things’ have to be continually re-enacted, for ‘something of that recurs in every
childhood” and becomes an integral element of the Western male self, for whom
the ‘strain of holding the I together adheres to the I in all stages; and the tempta-
tion to lose it has always been there with the blind determination to maintain it’.'®

This ‘maiming’ of the male self bears a striking resemblance to the ‘trauma’
that is now the dominant paradigm for academic thinking about Holocaust
survivors. While I will discuss survivor trauma below, at this point we may wonder
if we can view the Holocaust as both the generator of horror as well as the acting-
out of the normalized trauma that is male subjectivity in the West. Horkheimer
and Adorno certainly see a relationship between self-maiming and the will to
inflict damage on others that was most fully developed by the Nazis. These and
‘all the werewolves who exist in the darkness of history’ evince a fascination with
the human being but ‘want to reduce him to a physical substance; nothing must
be allowed to live’.! It is through such terminal measures that ‘Puritanical excess
takes its desperate revenge against life’,”” which they view in Nietzschean terms as
spontaneity, unpredictability and instinctual expression.
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Such broad generalizations have understandably dissatisfied historians and
political scientists seeking to understand fascism and totalitarianism in more
specific and empirically verifiable ways. Of course it is simplistic to reduce the
intricacies and inconsistencies of human practice to the abstractions of high
theory, just as it is an exaggeration to reduce the complexity of fascism and the
Holocaust to a transhistorical version of ‘masculinity’.?! Yet despite these reserva-
tions one may still argue that the ‘viscosity’ of the ‘conceptual Jew’ owes much
to the specific ways in which dominant masculinities have often been formed
in the modern West. This claim is at the heart of Klaus Theweleit’s ambitious
Male Fantasies, which examines how certain German soldiers imagined them-
selves as being in a state of constant tension with a dangerously engulfing ‘femi-
ninity’ represented by certain ‘dangerous’ women and other perceived threats that
threatened to swamp, contaminate and drag them down.?? As such feverish yet
culturally commonplace anxieties about the feminine were also bound up with
perceptions of Jews, it is easy to see how antisemitic stereotypes drew upon gen-
dered anxieties in order to project the immense dangers posed by these people.
It is out of a more general ‘viscosity’ fuelled by masculine contempt for ‘the
feminine’ that the specific viscosity of the conceptual Jew may come into focus.
By examining how closely Jews have been linked to the body in general — and
‘faulty’ bodies at that — we may gain a greater appreciation for how corporeality
played a role in the Holocaust.

Jewish Bodies

Anxieties about embodiment, and particularly misgivings about human frailty
and mortality, structured how Jews have often been represented in the modern
West, and it is beyond doubt that physical difference was a basis of the antise-
mitic propaganda that contributed to the Holocaust. Even when the Jewish threat
was represented as being more political than narrowly medical, organicist images
of the nation as a body under siege figuratively transformed Jews into dangerous
microbes and other contaminating agents. In this section I focus mainly on the
physical differences ascribed to Jews rather than the role of corporeal imagery in
political discourses.

Arguments about the irredeemable singularity of Jewish people are quite
common in the West. Despite claims that biological racism is a distinctly modern
development, allegations about the intrinsic difference of Jewish bodies have
circulated at least since the early Christian era. As Daniel Boyarin points out, rab-
binic Judaism did not share the same mind/body dualism that characterized much
Hellenistic thought and, by extension, patristic theology. One consequence of
this openness to the body was a far more favourable view of sexuality among Jews.
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By late antiquity these different approaches to the body became serious sources
of contention between Jews and the Church: if Jews failed to comprehend
the mystery of Jesus as an incarnated divinity it was not because such an idea
violated reason or even the basic tenets of Judaism, but because these people
were so beholden to physicality that they could only read scriptures in a ‘carnal’
manner, that is, in a literal rather than figurative way.?

If Jews were imagined to be collectively more mired in the flesh than Christians,
the flesh they inhabited was widely seen as problematic in its own right. Since
the Middle Ages Jewish males were seen as deviating from the Gentile stand-
ard, whether as the result of custom and environment or congenital difference
(these various ‘causes’ were often confused). Jewish men were so womanish that
they menstruated, or so the story went in medieval times. In this way religious
and economic anti-Judaism, which are sometimes distinguished from the more
recent phenomenon of biologically reductive antisemitism, resorted to similar
essentializing gestures when seeking to exclude Jews from the mainstream. Some
have even discerned evidence of scientific antisemitism in the Middle Ages.?
In The Jew’s Body, Sander Gilman describes the key role played by physical
difference in the antisemitic imagination (mostly in the nineteenth century),
where everything about Jews — noses, penises, chests, speech and even the way
they walked — was made to speak volumes about the gulf that separated these
people from the human mainstream.?

Outright Jew-haters have not had a monopoly on Jewish corporeal stereotyping,
and if some insisted on the irredeemable differences between Jews and Gentiles,
others argued that such variations were mainly due to custom and environment.
Even non-racist forms of antisemitism, which were sometimes applauded as
‘philosemitic’ proposals to ease the assimilation of Jews into the Gentile main-
stream, demanded the erasure of Jewish differences in creed, culture, hygiene and
dress. The eighteenth-century fascination with neoclassical aesthetics placed greater
pressure on Jews as well as Gentiles to conform to idealized corporeal forms, which
led pro-Jewish writers like the Abbé Grégoire to insist that the ‘regeneration” of
the Jews be partly carried out in relation to their sick, weak and nervous bodies.?®
French defenders of Jews during the Dreyfus Affair agreed with most antisemitic
images of abject Jewish bodies and practices, as did those well-meaning Germans
who supported programmes for greater Jewish assimilation.?” Finally, we must also
consider the many Jews who tacitly accepted antisemitic stereotypes to actively
remake their bodies so as to more closely approximate Gentile ideals.?®

As a ‘scavenger ideology’® scientific racism exploited the multiple and some-
times contradictory anxieties that animated Europeans in the early twentieth
century, forging odd associations among groups stigmatized as falling outside con-
ventional norms of gender, health, sanity or hygiene. The corporeal stereotyping
of the Jew depended on other ideological agendas in order to be transformed
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into political practice. Saul Friedlinder observes how the wave of antisemitism
that swelled in Germany fused racial fears of degeneration with a quasi-religious
eschatological vision that saw in the eventual elimination of the Jewish menace a
form of ‘redemption’ for Aryans generally.’® As Roger Griffin has recently shown,
fantasies of regeneration and rebirth have been a common feature of modernist
political as well as aesthetic ideas, where allegations of exhaustion, disease and
collapse where accompanied by calls for rebirth and even the creation of ‘new
men’ and ‘new women’.?!

There is thus a reflexive and defensive dimension to the ‘scientific’ desire to
create new bodies while eradicating others: people already reduced to examples
of the disgusting seem to exempt themselves from a common humanity and
thus are considered as less deserving of humane treatment. Yet even attempts to
reduce people to the most repulsive physicality evince a tacit acknowledgment of
a shared yet disavowed humanity. It was in recognizing this fact that Primo Levi
grasped the logic of the humiliations inmates experienced in the camps: ‘before
dying the victim must be degraded, so that the murderer will be less burdened
by guilt’.? That is, the victim must be transformed from a human being into the
most repulsive kind of physicality, all the better to persuade oneself that what is
being killed is less a fellow human being than a form of slime, vomit or excrement
(the ‘universal viscosity’ of which Bauman writes).

In this way some of Horkheimer and Adorno’s broad claims about the body
and Western civilization make some sense: in antisemitic logic Jews are said to
represent sheer corporeality (as opposed to mind or spirit) and thus possess dis-
eased and contaminating bodies. If many of these bodies were exterminated as
part of the Final Solution, the aftershock of the experience marred the bodies and
minds of those who survived.

The Body Remembers

Trauma, the root of which is the Greek word for ‘wound’, is the dominant academic
and aesthetic framework for conceptualizing the long-term effects of the Holocaust
on survivors and their children. Whatever emotional distress that attends the sur-
vivor experience, the wounding implied in trauma is not thought to be of a purely
mental nature. Rather psychologists commonly note how the initial traumatic
experience is often displaced into physical symptoms, which has led to claims that
in trauma it is the body that ‘remembers’ or ‘bears the burden’.>® After all, camp
life precluded the ordinary rituals of grieving for those separated from spouses, chil-
dren and other family members, so it is unsurprising that some of these emotions
would remain internalized.>* What Cathy Caruth writes of trauma in general seems
particularly apt for approaching survivor experiences: “The traumatized ... carry an
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impossible history within them, or they become themselves the symptom of a his-
tory that they cannot entirely possess’.>> The attempts of many survivors to put the
past behind them often failed, despite arranging to have their identification tattoos
erased and trying to begin their lives anew in other lands.

Bodily distress was of central importance to the Jewish Austrian émigrés whose
memoirs have been studied by Jacqueline Vansant. Since being visibly ‘Jewish’
was an extreme liability after the Anschluss, many reported becoming much
more aware of their bodies than they previously had, even leading some to wish
for an invisibility that would allow them to blend in seamlessly with the rest of
the population. Those with darker hair or who looked more ‘Jewish’ than others
were at risk of being harassed and beaten or worse, and those who could move
about on the streets more freely lived in constant fear of being identified. Even
the abuse of fellow Jews could generate physical symptoms. After witnessing one
such incident Minna Lachs reported feeling terrible pains that night, presumably
as a manifestation of her emotional stress. In some cases, even being relatively
invisible as Jews could have negative consequences after leaving Austria, as in the
experience of Hans Thalberg, who was subject to abuse outside his French intern-
ment camp because the townspeople mistook him for a German! In addition to
being the bearer of actual violence or a site of emotional expression, the body
appears as a metaphor for the trauma of being separated from one’s homeland
and having one’s life completely disrupted. Despite marrying and starting a new
life in Switzerland after the end of the war, Thalberg likened the brutal inter-
ruption of his Austrian life to an ‘amputation’ that, much like a phantom limb,
remained a source of emotional pain despite having been figuratively cut away.?

Many other survivors report the lasting impact of their experiences in the
camps as lingering somatic experiences. Sent to Auschwitz and Ravensbriick
for her activities in the French resistance movement, Charlotte Delbo lived to
recount her experiences in several volumes of memoirs.”” Delbo describes how
her past in the camps would unpredictably intrude upon her present in the form
of physical symptoms. Within the framework of trauma seemingly banal words
for physical needs thus take on extraordinary importance. Echoing Wiesel’s expe-
rience of having been reduced to a stomach in the camps (‘I was nothing but a
body. Perhaps even less: a famished stomach’),’® for Delbo words like /unger and
thirst, which in everyday life have a ‘frivolous’ denotation referring to mild dis-
comfort, took on ‘heavy’ significance when the need for food and drink became
all-consuming and life-threatening.>® For those survivors who did not record
their own experiences, their lingering pain was quite visible to their family mem-
bers. In Maus: A Survivor’s Tale, Art Spiegelman writes of how his survivor father
Vladek would moan with pain in his sleep, apparently reliving the horrors of the
past. The title that Spiegelman gave to first volume of his graphic novel evokes
the somatic residue of Vladek’s ordeal: ‘My father bleeds history’.4°
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Even the children of survivors are known to suffer the effects of the Holocaust,
albeit indirectly through the experiences of their parents (although some question
the use of the word ‘trauma’ in relation to the second-generation: as one author
notes, strictly speaking they experience ‘the scar without the wound’).4! Although
writers like Nadine Fresco describe this as being also a visceral sensation not
unlike a phantom limb, this ‘pain’ springs mainly from the metaphorical ampu-
tation of an appendage one never possessed. The identification tattoos that had
been ‘indelibly imprinted into their parents’ flesh” and visible to the children were
in a sense ‘stamped into the consciousness of the second generation’.*?

More directly physical evidence of trauma on the second generation is perhaps
more confronting, not least because some believe that the science that supports
it bears a family resemblance to the biologistic thinking that authorized the Final
Solution. Neurobiologist Rachel Yehuda has recently proposed that the children
of survivors suffering from Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)*? tend to have
lower levels of the stress hormone cortisol and thus a greater chance of experi-
encing PTSD themselves after being exposed to trauma.*t Although considered
controversial among many specialists in the humanities and social sciences, such
an interpretation raises the troubling possibility of the body ‘remembering’ the
Holocaust long after the survivor generation has passed away.

In the face of Sontag’s concern that images of the concentration camps are already
losing their impact, some have sought new ways of making the Holocaust relevant to
the present. In some cases the children of survivors have gone so far as to tattoo them-
selves as an act of solidarity with their parents and their people.”> Artistic projects
aimed at commemorating the Holocaust, which have become more popular in recent
decades, have also come round to approaching their subject in terms of the body and
trauma. Facing the challenge of making the memory of the Holocaust available and
useful for the present and future, especially in light of the passing away of the survivor
generation, many have adopted an ‘aesthetics of trauma’ that seeks to establish:

new standards for critically engaging with Holocaust memory by introduc-
ing the concept of bodily memory that involves a new sensory experience
of space not limited to the visual. Postmemory has drawn attention to the
body as the site of interpretation, displacing the traditional mind-body
dichotomy in aesthetic modes of reception and enabling viewers to integrate
bodily affect and critical reflection.

In Tatana Kellner’s two-volume photographic work, Fifty Years of Silence, based
on the recollections of her survivor parents, tattooed and seemingly severed arms
feature among the most memorable signs of what her parents experienced.?’
Through such creations the body not only ‘remembers’ but is consciously
employed as the platform for a trauma that should never be forgotten.
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Conclusion

In this very brief overview the relationship between the Holocaust and the
body becomes more important than the usual academic focus on atrocities or on
state-sponsored eugenic programmes seem to suggest. At once a material reality
and a phantasmic presence, the Jewish body was seized upon as tacit symbol of
corporeality itself as well as discrete bodies deemed diseased and contaminating.
While we cannot minimize or forget the specific circumstances that produced
the Holocaust, we must also acknowledge its more general conditions of pos-
sibility. In many ways the beaten, starved, humiliated and finally murdered
Jewish body encapsulated the conflicted and often destructive relationship that
many Westerners have had with the body in the modern era, notably the clash
between its idealized capacities for youthful beauty, strength and vitality, and the
abject facts of ageing, weakness, disease, decay and death. As Martha Nussbaum
argues, wishing for a body that denies the latter is to engage in a ‘fantasy of self-
transcendence’ in which ‘crucial elements of the human are lacking ... Next door
to the fantasy of a pure state is a highly dangerous and aggressive xenophobia’.%8
If exterminating millions is rightly dubbed ‘inhuman’, so too are the fantasies of
corporeal purity that coax such deadly projects into being.
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The Ethics of Representation in Holocaust
Museums

Ana Carden-Coyne

In recent years, Holocaust museums have seen exponential growth across the
globe. At their core, such museums engage with a painful question of repre-
sentation and memory: how can the Holocaust be represented both accurately
and ethically, without sensationalizing, trading in ‘edutainment’ or encouraging
macabre fascination with atrocity imagery? This problem arose in response to a
growing culture of Holocaust commemoration in museums, films and popular
culture, as well as tourism to concentration camps reconstructed as museological
sites. Scholars debated the use and abuse of Holocaust material culture (especially
photographs and victims’ personal belongings): how can the historical truth
of the Nazi genocide of Jews and many other groups be presented at the same
time as respectful memorialization? Memory studies also queried the way that
museums both select and subsume certain memories in exhibition displays and
curatorial practices.

While debates about the ethics of Holocaust representation have occurred across
many different scholarly fields, they had special significance for museums. How
can curators navigate the demands of memory, especially in diverse diasporic, cul-
tural and national contexts? It may be surprising to many students of History and
Museum Studies that the representation of the Holocaust was a highly contested,
emotionally charged and politically sensitive endeavour. The debate began as a
philosophical and moral question about aestheticizing suffering that registered
as a practical problem for museums: how to represent the unrepresentable? This
chapter first explores the origins of the debate about the ethics of representation.
Second, it examines the Holocaust museum’s memorial function in relation to
the politics of architecture and display, with particular focus on the United States
Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM). Third, the parallel debate about the
use of Holocaust photographs and images of atrocity is discussed. Fourth, this
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chapter identifies a shift from the preoccupation with memory to concerns about
consumerism, ‘dark tourism’ and ‘entertainmentality’. Fifth, it considers some
of the political contexts in which museums navigated the issue of responsibility.
Finally, this chapter discusses recent developments in Holocaust museology.

Origins of the Ethics Debate

In the 1990s, the development of Holocaust or Shoah Studies across the
Humanities invigorated a debate about the ethics of representation that brought
together questions of historical veracity, aesthetics, memory and politics.! The
debate followed a trajectory from Theodor Adorno’s much-repeated quotation,
‘it is barbaric to write poetry after Auschwitz’, an indictment of the conundrum
of the moral imperative to represent and describe the Shoah, and yet the impossi-
bility of the task; language and imagery were inadequate tools to justly confront
the inconceivable (see Chapter 2 in this volume for further discussion). Scholars
interpreted Adorno to mean that while there was a ‘moral obligation to bear
witness to the heinous crimes’, writers and artists were ‘threatened with speech-
lessness’ (and formlessness) of the ‘unimaginable event’.?

With Probing the Limits of Representation (1992), Saul Friedlinder was estab-
lished as a key figure in proposing that ‘Adorno’s often misunderstood utterance’
became the ‘point of reference’ for imagining the Holocaust. Indeed, the ‘question
of the limits of representation of Nazism and its crimes has become a recurrent
theme’. In the 1970s, film and literature opened new discourses, while the histori-
ans’ debates of the 1980s raised questions about truth and representation; aesthet-
ics were implicated in moral arguments. Following a crisis in historical method,
articulated between Hayden White’s postmodern relativism and Carlo Ginzburg’s
objective truth, Friedlinder argued that the Holocaust existed beyond the limits
of representation as ‘the willfull, systematic, industrially organised, largely suc-
cessful attempt totally to exterminate an entire human group’.® Although Adorno
did not intend his dialectic to have a silencing effect, issues of historical truth and
remembering underpinned concerns about ethical representation. Meditating on
the Holocaust museum, Harold Kaplan explained, ‘Adorno meant that poetry
had been given an exorbitant task’. While the museum cannot speak for the
victims, ‘it is a rebuff to meet their silence with our own’.* Writers, artists and
museums were acutely aware of the potential dangers of aesthetic spectacle,
preventing victims’ voices from being heard.

The conundrum proposed that if the Holocaust was an ‘unimaginable’ and
‘unique’ ‘limit event’ — the enormity and incommensurability of which cannot be
materialized, realized or fully understood — how could it be represented? For public
museums — where survivors, historians, child educators and political discourse
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converged — this ‘ethics of representation” encompassed multiple demands. Part
of the dilemma about ethical representation was linked to the continued struggle
to know, understand and find meaning in the Holocaust; as one survivor said: ‘to
understand Auschwitz would be even worse than not to understand it ... I hope
I never do.”

Why was the question of an ethical representation so critical for museums,
their policies of collecting and practices of display? Susan Crane writes that,
‘Being collected means being remembered institutionally, being displayed means
being incorporated into the extra-institutional memory of the museum visitors.”
Museums, then, not only reiterate popular and nationally sponsored memories,
but they also have the potential to create memories that can either reinforce
or challenge the acceptable past. Museums had the task of deploying ‘difficult
objects’ (such as children’s shoes, hateful signs and antisemitic documents, images
of abuse, photographs of corpses, Nazi film footage of medical experiments and
liberation films of concentration camps), while also remaining sensitive to those
whose stories were being told — those who perished and did not have the right of
reply or whose living relatives still grappled with the painful heritage of persecu-
tion and murder. Also, museums had to meet the challenge of visitors objecting
to the way that ‘difficult histories’ are told with contested or ‘hot objects’.

This important, reflexive debate about representation at times extended into
a false dichotomy between historical realism and authenticity versus abstraction
and replication. Some museum practices — such as identity cards and large-scale
photography — were accused of turning pain and suffering into an entertaining
spectacle of horror. Identifying with victims via mass culture seemed to provide
false uplift and obfuscate meaning, leading to the much more serious charge of
transforming remembering practices into forgetting the Holocaust. For museums,
how to curate the material culture of the Holocaust — not just documents and
photographs, but the cultural symbols and material belongings of those who had
perished — became fraught. This was foremost evident in the political and cultural
negotiations around the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM),
in Washington, DC.

The Struggle to Remember: The Politics
of Architecture and Display

While the Holocaust museum’s main function is that of remembrance, with
the epithet ‘never again’, many scholars have questioned what precisely is being
remembered. Do museum’s collectivize, reduce and singularize memory? How can
the museum historically situate victims, bystanders and liberators? Where do the
perpetrators feature? Given heated debates amongst historians, in which museums
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were highly involved, who were the perpetrators?” In Edward Linenthal’s chronicle
of the building of the USHMM (1978-93), he found this latter question con-
spicuously absent.® How to represent victims and perpetrators has often depended
on location. Indeed, scholars have investigated the different national narratives
and modalities of remembering. Holocaust museums around the world have been
studied in terms of ideology, nationalism, ‘nativism’ and local perspectives, the
role of the sacred and the relationship with non-Jewish audiences.’

In the United States, the local and global converged in the negotiation between
political elites and survivor families. Chaired by renowned Auschwitz survivor
Elie Wiesel, President Carter’s Commission on the Holocaust (1978) began as
a deeply political exercise in international relations, foreign policy and domestic
affairs. The outcome of the USHMM involved consultation with survivors and the
American Jewish community; however, it also aimed at recognizing non-Jewish
Americans while offering a universal message: the Holocaust as a ‘supreme exam-
ple’ of inhumanity and ‘a warning against evil’.!” President George Bush stated
that it was a ‘moral compass’ for the nation; historian Peter Novick suggested
such discourse asserted the certainty of truth in a world of uncertainties.!' Other
scholars noted the complex undertaking of aligning testimonies with historical
scholarship, and the need to explain Nazism and antisemitism without extensive
display of Nazi memorabilia. The ‘dangerous allure’ of imagining perpetra-
tors threatened the solemn memorial to victims.'? Construction began after
eight years of discussion between stakeholders, the Memorial Council, the US
Commission on Fine Art and various architects regarding the appropriate site
and design. The museum, however, generated widespread discussion about the
politics and ethics of representation.

At this time, the discipline of the ‘new museology’ investigated museums’ roles
and purposes in society, engagement with audiences, public programming and
strategies of display.'? Cultural studies and postmodernism explored the ‘politics
of space’ and architecture."* The USHMM exemplified the problem of aestheti-
cizing and containing the horror of genocide, but also the profoundly political
construction of museums.'®> The facade was etched with President George Bush’s
words during Operation Desert Storm in 1991 and the First Gulf War against
Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait. Scholars found incongruity between this
political discourse and the injunction of Holocaust memory: ‘Here we will learn
that we must intervene when we see evil arise.’!® After the Iraq War, which
began in 2003, and the debunked ‘weapons of mass destruction’ rhetoric, the
mobilization of the Holocaust for political purposes formed the basis of deeper
museological critique. Some scholars saw the Holocaust being framed in ‘uniquely
American terms’, contrasting the contemporary museum with American indiffer-
ence and inaction during the Second World War, but also that it ‘is swathed in
the images and idioms of American political culture’, with words from Jefferson,
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Washington, Eisenhower, Carter, Reagan and Bush inciting the audience to ‘bear
witness’.!” Increasingly, museums were seen as lending official or dominant mean-
ings to the Holocaust in exhibition practices and school education programmes.
For Timothy Luke, the museum failed in its aims to awaken ‘responsibility’ and
‘democratic values’. He noted the terrible irony of President Clinton’s 1993
dedication; this museum could hardly ‘mobilize morality’ at a time when ethnic
cleansing in Bosnia, Rwanda, Chechnya and Iraq was ignored.'®

Reviewers articulated James Young’s influential text on Holocaust representa-
tion, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (1993), which
compared Germany, Austria, Poland, Israel and the United States in order to
investigate different national agendas in commemorative practices.'” In a second
text, At Memory’s Edge: After-Images of the Holocaust in Contemporary Art and
Architecture (2000), Young noted how ‘the Nazi photograph has itself become
part of the iconic currency of the Holocaust’. Discussing Libeskind’s Jewish
Museum in Berlin and his own involvement with the project, Young identified
the problem of ‘vicarious memory’.?® While the Holocaust forms just one part
in the narrative of Jewish history, Libeskind’s use of dark corners, dead ends and
empty spaces or ‘voids’ in the building’s internal construction was designed as
a ‘model for absence’, which aimed to estrange visitors from the collection and
deprive the museum of its redemptive capacity.?! Indeed, visitors still find great
difficulty in navigating the space. As well, for many Jewish visitors the lack of
a strong Holocaust narrative was ‘not what we expected’. However, one stated
goal was to prevent Germans (75 per cent of visitors) ‘from thinking only of
Auschwitz’ when they think of Jewish people.?

Alongside architecture, scholars debated the politics of display, including the
construction of historical narratives, the writing of textual labels and the arrange-
ment of material culture. Testifying to the victims’ existence, children’s shoes,
luggage, spectacles and toothbrushes were not just objects of historical meaning,
but also personal signs of life. Although these ‘hot objects’ contained painful and
sacred symbolism — cases of women’s shaved hair or boxcars that people had died
in during forced transportation — the material culture of victims set the tone for
Holocaust museums globally. That murdered Jews were known in museums by
their ‘scattered belongings’, James Young thought ‘the ultimate travesty’: their
lives were ‘recalled primarily through the images of their death’. Following this
thinking, Oren Baruch Stier argued that the ‘classic object-driven museum ...
remains flawed’.??

Indeed, the case of thousands of kilos of women’s shaved hair was a source of
great anxiety at USHMM. Survivors worried about insensitive handling and the
violation of feminine identity; this was resolved with a photograph rather than
displaying the hair itself.>* This deeply personal ‘material of life’ was too ‘hot’;
the photograph’s distancing effect seemed more reverent. Such objects were also
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associated with sacralization: material culture had the affect of religious ‘aura’,
transforming objects into symbols of suffering and redemption. Stier argued that
while such objects make strong connections to the past, the sacral aspect inter-
rupts the remembering, in contrast to the Simon Wiesenthal Center’s Museum
of Tolerance (Los Angeles), which relies less on artefacts than emotions and
digital displays in its Multimedia Learning Centre. Especially for subsequent
generations, museums are seen as producers of collective and popular memory
by exhibiting and narrating cultural material and, most importantly, using new
technologies, such as video testimonies.?

In consultation with Jewish and survivor communities, the collection of audio
and video testimony (e.g. Imperial War Museum, London, Sound Archive,
1978; The Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies, Yale University,
1982) has become a central museological and political strategy against Holocaust
denial, deployed as the ‘authentic voice’ of history’s material culture.?® Susan
Crane writes that by drawing together both victim and liberator testimonies, the
USHMM appealed to a wide demographic and to historical truth: ‘horror devoid
of voyeurism is a powerful teaching tool which draws on personal experience and
creates memory’.?” In writing his key text, USHMM advisory board member
Edward Linenthal paralleled the preservation of memory and the creation of
the museum as a ‘struggle’. Gesturing toward the postmodern turn, he defended
the museum as an ideal space where the ‘pluralistic ownership of memory’ can be

explored with great benefits for future generations.?®

Holocaust Photography and the Critique
of Spectacle

The politics of display and the role of remembrance implicated one of the major
sources of the museum’s material culture: Holocaust photographs. A significant
body of scholarship on Holocaust photography proposed that such imagery has a
double burden: ‘to act as history lessons for future generations so we never forget’
and to provide a means of mourning.?’ Photographs of Bergen-Belsen, of bodies
bulldozed into pits, or skeletons packed into bunks in Buchenwald, or Margaret
Bourke White’s survivors at the wire for Life magazine in 1945, were crucial
documents of the ‘truth’ of the Holocaust published not long after the war.
Their continual recirculation, however, prompted some photography theorists
to question the use and abuse of images. Repetition without historical context
was seen as producing a Holocaust ‘aesthetic’ and embroiling historical truth in
a ‘spectacle of horror’. Voyeurism and dehumanization were seen as the result of
such photographs becoming signifiers of reduced meaning and mere depictions
that stood in for — rather than explained — the Holocaust.
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Responding to the internet, mass media and the globalization of image pro-
duction and circulation, some saw Holocaust imagery as risking saturation point.
Renowned photography scholar Susan Sontag warned of being easily inured to
the visual impact of such shocking imagery: ‘Photographs shock insofar as they
show something novel ... Once one has seen such images, one has started down
the road of seeing more and more. Images transfix. Images anaesthetise ... After
thirty years, a saturation point may have been reached [and the Nazi death camps
become banal]’. Sontag concluded that the photographs should not be hung on
museum walls.*® Her treatise was perhaps influenced by Barbie Zelizer’s seminal
text on Holocaust photography, Remembering to Forger (1998), which argued that
photographs of the camps taken by the liberating armies, the core material culture
in Holocaust museums and exhibitions, ‘continued to do in memory what they
had done at the time of the camps’ liberation — to move the atrocity story from
the contingent and particular to the symbolic and abstract’.’!

Scholars argued that while millions of photographs produced by perpetrators,
liberators and some victims were circulated, the archives were not being suffi-
ciently mined. The same few images repeated over again subverted the original
context and meaning. Shock value led to desensitization, concealing any critique
of the production and reception of Holocaust images. Zelizer argued that some
images were mislabelled, obscuring the specificity of sites into general signifiers
of horror. Marianne Hirsch suggested that such repetition fragments and limits
our understanding of history. She wondered, do Holocaust photographs become
‘like clichés, empty signifiers that distance and protect us from the event? Or, on
the contrary, does their repetition re-traumatize, turning distant viewers into sur-
rogate victims, so that viewers appropriate the images into their own memories.’
Is Holocaust photography melancholic replay, false identification or the enabling
of memory and mourning? Hirsch suggests that such images become canonized,
immersing memory into forgetting once the rupture has become familiar.*?

Yet in his critique of Zelizer’s work, Alan Trachtenberg questioned whether the
erosion of reference points is really the result of the habituation of such imagery?
This is not a problem for photography, he argues, but a political problem. People
need to learn to read images — not just recover their context or believe in them as
documents: ‘to learn how to translate the witnessing evoked by images into effec-
tive political action, a problem within the political culture in which the images are
assigned certain work to perform’.>> Recently, Holocaust photography has again
been rescued from the symbolic to the real of historical truth.>* Yet the context
in which that truth is obtained is also debated. Photography scholars examined
Nazi images of the Lodz ghetto, for instance, through discourses of trauma and
witnessing, but recently the question of complicity in looking at photographs
taken by either perpetrators or bystanders has been articulated as the ‘dilemma of
interpretation’ suggesting that ‘new modes of reading’ still need to be developed.”



Writing the Holocaust

These debates resonate profoundly with how museums use photography in their
displays.

At the USHMM, the visitor first encounters a wall mural of an iconic image
of American liberation: US Army officers at Ohrdruf Concentration Camp (by
Harold Royall, USHMM Photo Archive). Hirsch argues that it aims to place the
visitor in the position of ‘the unbelieving onlooker or retrospective witness, who
confronts the contemporary witnesses and sees both them in the act of looking
and what they saw’. Moreover, she argues that when compared with the family
and group portraits in the museum’s Tower of Faces, they join together to force
the viewer to appreciate ‘the extremity of the outrage’ and its ‘incomprehension’.?

The museum’s first Director, Martin Smith, a British documentary maker,
spoke about the use of photographs:

I find just looking at people’s heads and feet when they are deceased as
distasteful as anything else, like pubic hair and everything else that has
caused me any number of worries. My belief is that if you do not put them
on display, then you are diminishing the extent of the horror and what the
experience actually meant. But I would be absolutely opposed to sanitising
it ... I don’t think [the fact that the material culture is offensive] is the
fault of the institution — it is the fault of the subject matter.?”

Documentary photography and historical records cannot be trusted, Smith said,
since they come through the ‘filter system of human memory’, whereas material
culture — the barracks from Auschwitz-Birkenau, the railcar, rescue boat, uni-
forms, shoes — ‘establish the physical reality of the Holocaust’. Instead of using
photographs as objects, USHHM used them as ‘evidentiary and storytelling
vehicles’. Andrea Liss argued that Smith was ‘caught between displaying the
horror’ and guarding against ‘the worst of the material’, as he called it. Defending
its use, she concluded that the victim’s face on the identity card promised to ward
of false realisms or facile re-enactment and mimesis.*®

Attempting the move the debate along, Zelizer advised that the concept of
representation should be explored as ‘translation work’ and to acknowledge its
“frailty’, since ‘no act of translation succeeds by reproducing the original event
in its entirety’. Zelizer also highlighted that atrocity narratives in photographs
ignore the gendered experience of the Holocaust. The representation of women
in the camps, circulated in British and American newspapers after 1945, is either
stereotyped or neutered. Women were depicted as victims, survivors and wit-
nesses, maintaining gendered constructions of female vulnerability, domesticity
and maternalism.? Zelizer recalled Claudia Koonz’s discussion of how museums
erase the specificity of women’s experience in the camps. Despite the volume of
documents that relate to their imprisonment and murder, women were iconic,
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noble victims.*® Museums have ‘a gendered Holocaust canon’ that narrate men’s
and women’s experiences in different ways, and may also avoid difficult discus-
sions, such as about sexual violence.*!

From Commemoration to ‘Dark Tourism’
and ‘Entertainmentality’

From the mid-1990s, a major debate about memory and forgetting questioned
whether ‘there is a type of truth beyond telling, beyond narrative, that a straight-
forward linear narrative or an objective historical account misses?” How could the
unimaginable be imagined or represented? Was it possible that all the memory work
conducted in the museum was becoming a ‘form of forgetting’?4?> The museum was
linked to a similar crisis in media representation: the saturation of iconic images,
with history reduced into clichés derived from a single picture; repetition was
silencing memory and compulsive remembering was now seen as acts of forget-
ting. Jenny Edkins observed that this concern with exhibiting objects of Holocaust
memory was not about ‘the difficulty of representing a horror beyond imagination
but with who gets to mourn, in what way and with what political outcomes’.®3 This
resonated with the critique of ‘dark tourism’ and the commercialization of memory,
as Holocaust sites became associated with ‘entertainmentality’.

Commemoration of the Holocaust within concentration camps originated
with surviving prisoners at the time of liberation. Through the 1950s and 1960s,
momentum gained for memorials that also functioned as public museums,
influenced by political contexts in Eastern Europe, Germany, Austria and Israel.
Opened in Jerusalem in 1953, Yad Vashem: The Holocaust Martyrs and Heroes
Remembrance Authority was created by an act of Israel’s parliament. Berel Lang
described it as ‘the quasi-official symbol of the state’, noting Israel’s objection to
the building of the USHMM in Washington, DC.% With an important documen-
tation centre, the museum emphasized education and commemoration but also
inter-generational encounters. Material culture accentuated ‘Jews as experiencing
subjects rather than objects in Nazi hands’.%

Memorial museums began with former concentration camps, however Auschwitz
death camp has been the subject of a significant body of memory and representa-
tion work. In 1947, the Polish government opened Auschwitz-Birkenau (Poland)
as a museum; its railway tracks and gates have become an iconic symbol of the
Holocaust; its ‘work makes you free’ sign (Arbeit macht frei) has been repeatedly vis-
ualized in literature, documentary (Resnais’ Night and Fog, 1955; Munk’s Passenger,
1963; Lanzmann’s Shoah, 1982) and cinema (Wajda’s Landscape After the Battle,
1970; Spielberg’s Schindler’s List, 1992). While film sustained the popular memory

of the Holocaust, some critics wondered if it was also being generalized and the
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history obscured. Hollywood spectacle was confused with documentary testimony,
leading scholar Miriam Hansen to insist ‘Schindler’s List is not Shoah’.*® Yet film
also generated global interest in these sites, including educational visits from schools
and universities as well as commercial tourism.

In theorizing the phenomenon of ‘dark tourism’ — visits to former extermination
camps, labour camps and other sites of atrocity — Lennon and Foley distinguished
between personal pilgrimage and the development of a major global industry that
paralleled education. ‘Dark tourism’ or ‘thanatourism’ (from thanatos, the Greek
word for death) proposed that tourists’ motives were less about history and empa-
thy than fascination with perpetration and the technologies of genocide. Indeed,
a stream of anthropology, performance studies and tourist studies closely exam-
ined museum policy and tourist behaviour at atrocity sites, and the complexities
of commercialization when ‘the dark attraction has swelled visitor numbers and
catalysed economic activity’.” Recent studies considered whether it was driven by
‘tourist demand or attraction-supply’, probing visitor motivations such as educa-
tion, redemption, voyeurism or ‘fantasies of witnessing’.%8

Against the view of ‘dark tourism’ and ‘entertainmentality’, however, was the
participation of local communities in museums. Living survivors have acted as
exhibition guides (Sydney Jewish Museum and Melbourne Holocaust Museum).
Controversially at USHMM, visitors were invited to ‘share’ the victim’s identity
in simulated document cards. This strategy aimed to create empathy, and to
overcome the problem of collectivising victims, yet some critics argued it enacted
a ‘hopeless mimicry of the dead’?*” Dominick LaCapra warned against both
‘vicarious victimhood” and ‘fetishising traumatic narratives’. Over-identifying with
victims diminishes history into containable, digestible fragments of meaning.>
Incompatible with solemn remembrance, museum scholars worried about the
shift to ‘entertainmentality’. Timothy Luke likened the USHMM to ‘the cultural
economies’ of Disneyland or Universal Studios. While acknowledging its crucial
role in refuting Holocaust denial, Luke argued that horror is transformed into
‘spectacles’ and history is ‘recounted from the perspective of victorious Americans’.
In the debate about representing the ‘unknowable’, Luke writes: ‘the unspeaklable
is said. The unimaginable is seen ... in ways that are far too “entertaining”.’!
However, others have seen such critiques of ‘Americanization’ as political discourse
based on a flawed understanding of the role of mass culture.”? Indeed, the develop-
ment of this strand in the ethics debate is a long way from the USHMM'’s con-
cerns that ‘too much horror’ might turn visitors away; for project director Michael
Berenbaum one of the early contentions was precisely how to engage Americans.*?

These academic arguments travelled across the syndicated press. In an
often-cited article, acclaimed author Philip Gourevitch described visiting the
USHMM, and afterwards stumbling on a replica identity card discarded in a
garbage can in the Washington Mall. For him, it highlighted an obscene irony in
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this disposable, consumerist object: ‘Holocaust museum identity card No. 1221,
Maria Sava Moise, born June 1, 1925, in Iasi, Romania. Maria, a gypsy, had
survived the war, only to wind up as part of the litter of a Washington tourist’s
afternoon.”* The museum was reduced to a theme park.

Scholars nevertheless defended ‘experiential’ strategies in Holocaust museums
as ‘part of a larger trend in American mass culture toward the experiential as a
mode of knowledge’. Visitors to USHMM are transported back in time; as they
reach the top floor, the elevator opens on to the large-scale photograph of US
Army ‘liberators’. Visitors then weave through three floors divided into themes:
‘Nazi Assault, 1933-39’; ‘Final Solution, 1940-45; and the ‘Last Chapter’.”®
Rather than an affront to historical rigour, the experiential mode was seen as rely-
ing less on authenticity and realism and more on ‘knowledge, responsibility and
empathy’. Visitors without family connections to the Holocaust are encouraged to
‘attach themselves to pasts they did not live’, which is potentially radical. Alison
Landsberg argued that the ‘blurring of the boundary between “entertainment” and
“history” might not be a purely negative event’. Far from being ‘unrepresentable’ as
a unique trauma or needing to be repeated and worked through, mass cultural sites
and technologies enable visitors to ‘learn to wear the memories of such traumas so
that they become imaginable to us, thinkable and speakable to us’.>® As discussed
earlier, for some scholars the mode of this ‘imagining’ is precisely the problem. Nor
is it one specific to the American context. Similar accusations of ‘commercialisa-
tion and trivialisation’, as Jenny Edkins points out, were repeated in the UK, with
the Imperial War Museum, London, and its permanent exhibit on the Holocaust
(opened in 2000).>” The large model of Auschwitz-Birkenau came under particular
scrutiny. Scholars were also critical of British narratives of ‘standing alone’ to defeat
Nazism, and the use of harrowing images taken during the liberation of Belsen.*®
Nevertheless, in its first year, it attracted 140,000 visitors.>’

Entertainment, however, was useful in targeting young audiences. Following
protracted negotiations, the Anne Frank Memorial Museum (Amsterdam) and
the Anne Frank Memorial Trust supported a Spanish musical-play based on the
‘diary’. The role of the museum was crucial in enabling the musical to be pro-
duced. Copies of The Diary of Anne Frank appear as material culture in Holocaust
museums. The diary is an integral object of global Holocaust education; it has
sold more than twenty-five million copies worldwide, has been translated into
fifty languages and has inspired an Oscar-winning film (1959) and several plays.
Recently, the former transit and labour camp at Westerbork (Netherlands) hosted
a special historical exhibition for what would have been Anne Frank’s eightieth
birthday. Visitors to the museum camp and memorial centre were invited to walk
in the footsteps of Anne Frank, who spent three weeks there before her deporta-
tion to Bergen-Belsen (where she died of typhoid). The museum reaches out to
contemporary teenagers with Anne Frank’s issues of adolescent bodily change
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and burgeoning sexuality.®® Young audiences respond well to such developmental
parallels and emotional triggers, which has become an accepted Holocaust educa-
tion strategy. Thus museum scholars studied the uses of affective emotions and

bodily responses in spaces, exhibits, sounds, visuals and performances.®!

Political Contexts and the Ethics of Responsibility

From the 1990s, many museums dealing with the Holocaust were opened out-
side of Europe — Sydney (1992); Washington, DC (1978-1993); Los Angeles
(1993); Houston (1996); New York (1997); and Cape Town (2000) — where
the issue of responsibility was no less politicized.®> National and international
politics mixed with memory, as discussed in relation to Yad Vashem and the
USHMM, continued to underpin the construction of Holocaust museums.
This was also the case for the reconstruction of camps as memorial museums.
James Young showed how Buchenwald’s reconstruction was mapped on to
the political rhetoric of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) and placed
within the context of communist anti-fascist struggle. Jews were stripped of
Jewishness, of their identity as a persecuted group. Under the Soviets, the use
of the camp in purges of anti-communists and Nazis was forgotten. After 1989,
however, museums in the GDR conflated the victims of Nazism with those of
Stalinism.%

Indeed, museums that opened in former communist countries tended to exam-
ine both Nazism and Soviet rule in the one space, associating the two regimes as
equally brutal ‘foreign occupiers’ of a subjected local population, minimizing local
participation (Museum of Genocide Victims, Vilnius, Lithuania, 1992; Museum
of Occupations, Tallinn, Estonia, 2003; Latvian Museum of Occupation, Riga,
1993). Indeed, Rudy Koshar identified a similar attitude amongst Dachau
citizens, ‘that the camp had been imposed on them by the Nazis, an alien force
whose barbarism had destroyed the reputation of a town ... known for its beauty
and culture’.%

Established in 2002 by the Ministry of Cultural Heritage, the Terror Héza
(‘House of Terror’) in Budapest presents Hungary as the victim of two evils:
Nazism and Stalinism. (The Terror Hdza is located in the former ‘House of
Loyalty’, the headquarters of the Arrow Cross party which was instrumental in
the mass murder and deportation of Jews — and the assassination of many of them
in Budapest itself — in 1944-5.) The persecution of Jews and anti-communists
is undifferentiated. Perpetrators are ‘Germans’ or Hungarian Arrow Cross lead-
ers; grass-roots collaboration and perpetration is subsumed under post-socialist
nationalist discourses. Some critics have suggested the reframing of the Holocaust
in such museums threatens to bolster ultra-nationalism and neo-fascism.
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The politicization of Holocaust museums enabled the remembering of vic-
tims while obscuring the extent of local perpetration. Back in 1995, however, a
controversial exhibit of atrocity imagery — Crimes of the Wehrmacht — toured
Austria and Germany, inciting right-wing threats against deep reflection on the
question of culpability. Confronting history was made personal as visitors ‘were
forced to reconsider their own relatives’ potential involvement in genocide’.
Rather than spectacular, some of the most horrific photographs possessed the
‘uncanny ability’ to ‘render the past visible’.%> It was an important moment of
personal and national self-reflection. Yet the way that museums confront the past
and present of Holocaust imagery continues to be hazardous.

In 2002, the Jewish Museum of New York held the exhibition Mirroring Evil:
Nazi Imagery/Recent Art, generating outcry amongst leading members of the
American Jewish community, such as Elie Wiesel. Rather than the acceptable tone
of mourning victims, the curator immersed visitors in the work of young contem-
porary artists’ from eight countries who engaged with Nazi imagery, in an attempt
to expand the debate about how to represent the Holocaust. The curator aimed
to confront taboos about fascism, glamour and eroticism, or conversely the mun-
dane, to explore the commodification of the Holocaust and ‘dark tourism’ and
to problematize the distinction between representation and reality. Accusations
of sacrilege, trivialization, narcissism and pornography were levelled against the
artists. The other critical issue was timing: it opened perhaps too soon after 9/11
and during controversial military events (Operation Enduring Freedom and
Operation Protective Wall in Israel), amongst growing concern with anti-Zionism
and antisemitism.®® Apart from a few supporters, overwhelmingly the exhibition
failed to engage audiences in debates about the ethics of representation; the artists’
attack on the redemptive capacity of art was overshadowed.

Recent Developments

The debate about the ethics of ‘representing the unrepresentable’” peaked almost
as soon as it began. Andreas Huyssen sensed this in his seminal text, Twilight
Memories (1995): ‘The exclusive insistence on the true representation of the
Holocaust in its uniqueness, unspeakability, and incommensurability may no
longer do in the face of its multiple representations and functions’, as post-
Holocaust generations access education in the mass media and popular culture.®’
Some Holocaust museums have shifted the terms of the ethics debate, finding
new ways of communicating history and memory. Self-reflexive museums have
conducted their own critical studies into visitor experiences and responses to
exhibits. Multimedia technologies, interactive kiosks and digital consoles are
installed, as well as extensive online materials that enable a connection between
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the home-viewer and the site. Home-viewers access material without a strong
museological narrative to shape the interpretation. Some have argued, however,
that new technologies ‘replicate familiar patterns ... by following established
memory tropes that are essentially people and story centred’.%®

Far from resisting the imagining of the Holocaust, the Anne Frank Memorial
Museum deploys a graphic novel entitled 7he Search, which visually describes
the experiences of two fictional Jewish families, Hecht and Canter.®? The novel
is aimed at thirteen to sixteen year-olds, and materials for teachers are avail-
able. Now published in Dutch, English, German, Polish and Hungarian, the
Museum argues that this visual format enables young people ‘to learn the most
important facts about the Holocaust in an accessible way’, and describes differ-
ent roles of victims, perpetrators, helpers and bystanders ‘and the dilemmas and
choices with which they were confronted’.”® Much of the imagery is based on
historical photographs repeated in student texts. The choice of the graphic novel
medium resulted from lengthy consultation with historians, with pilot learning
programmes for 3,000 students conducted in Germany, Poland and Hungary.
Visualizing the Holocaust, even in the museum, is still a precarious endeavour.
While the value of Holocaust museums is undoubted, scholars argue they have
‘the potential to mislead as well as to enlighten’ — antisemitism and violence
can be obscured; issues of persecution, perpetration and collaboration can be
over-generalized.”! Nevertheless, educating young people remains a major museo-
logical objective.

Alongside the quest for new ways to engage audiences, the other major devel-
opment has been the global interest in human rights and humanitarian causes,
which are often incorporated into exhibition programmes and such material is
even requested by visitors. While scholars and politicians debated the defini-
tion of ‘genocide’, USHMM offered small exhibits on Darfur and the former
Yugoslavia; the Imperial War Museum examines ‘crimes against humanity’ and
participates in Holocaust Memorial Day with its broad human rights agenda.
Sharing knowledge of ‘human suffering’, by illuminating other genocides and
atrocities, highlights the international community’s commitment to history and
memory, and ‘the advancement of human rights worldwide’.”? Yet, arguably,
human rights discourse cannot mediate the political conflicts about how and why
atrocities continue.

Finally, in the age of mediatization and virtual highways, where flows of
Holocaust denial are easily trafficked or diverted into pro/anti-Israel polemic,
museums continue to teach and remember the Holocaust, resisting potential
distortions of historical truth. While the representation debate has shifted, trac-
ing its history reveals how Holocaust museums have navigated these intellectual,
political and ethical questions in the light of their considerable role as producers
of public knowledge and as agents of cultural memory.
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