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Introduction

What Is the Holocaust?

‘There are no clean or unclean people, at least, not in principle. There are no chosen nations. However, there are those who know of a dividing line between what is and what is not permitted, and others who not only do not know it, but who do not want to know it either.’

— Abel Jacob Herzberg1

‘The program of action against the Jews included disenfranchisement, stigmatization, denial of civil rights, subjecting their persons and property to violence, deportation, enslavement, enforced labour, starvation, murder, and mass extermination. The extent to which the conspirators succeeded in their purpose can only be estimated, but the annihilation was substantially complete in many localities of Europe. Of the 9,600,000 Jews who lived in the parts of Europe under Nazi domination, it is conservatively estimated that 5,700,000 have disappeared, most of them deliberately put to death by the Nazi conspirators. Only remnants of the Jewish population of Europe remain.’

— From the indictment, International Military Tribunal, Nuremberg, 7 June 19462

In the diary that she kept in Bergen-Belsen, the young Jewish Yugoslav Hanna Lévy-Hass writes at one point of a boy whose body has been infested by fleas and who is rejected by his family:


[He] couldn’t kill the vermin that had settled on his body because he couldn’t see them; they’ve burrowed deep into his skin and swarmed through his eyebrows. His chest is completely blackened by these fleas and their nests. We have never seen such a thing; we never imagined such a thing could occur . . . Everyone avoids him. His brothers and sister dread his presence, his fleas, his howling . . . The other night, he dragged his useless body from one bed to the other . . . begging people to make room for him. Everyone pushed him away in disgust . . . Painful story. His case is not unique.3



This merging of animal and human, this deeply traumatic destruction of the self and the revulsion it causes amongst others who fear the same thing happening to them, is an extraordinary description. In it we glimpse the nightmarish consequences of Nazi persecution.

In one of his stories written in the Łódź ghetto, Isaiah Spiegel describes a rabbi who, at the morning prayers, appears to go mad after being mocked by German soldiers in the street:


For a moment, Reb Bunem was paralysed, overcome by shame and nausea. The blood rushed from his heart into his hands, which began to tremble. His eyes flashed an uncanny green flame. With a surge of preternatural strength, he suddenly turned to the praying Jews and started ripping the prayer books from their hands. The frightened Jews moved off to the side while Reb Bunem continued tearing the Psalm books from their grasp and casting imprecations on their heads. He shouted with the voice of one possessed, while in the darkness of the synagogue his beet-red face glowed with divine wrath:

‘Jews!!! Stop reciting Psalms!!! God is on the side of our enemy! . . . God is with the Germans! . . . I beseech you, recite no more Psalms! . . . Our world is shrouded in darkness!’4



A rabbi desecrates the holy books and pleads with his congregants to abandon their prayers.

There are still major parts of the history of the Holocaust that have not been understood in the prevailing narrative. In the region of Romanian-occupied Ukraine which the Romanians called Transnistria, Jews were herded into pigsties, where they froze to death and suffered inescapable epidemics. They were not paid for the work they did, although payment was promised. They were robbed and often tricked into handing over valuables or clothing in exchange for food that was never provided. In Acmecetca, ‘Driven by hunger, most of the Jews were naked in a matter of weeks, covering their hips with rags or paper.’ The prefect, Modest Isopescu, ‘who preferred this camp over all other camps in the Golta judeţ [county], inspected it a few times, each time amusing himself with the fate of the prisoners; he took pictures of the deportees “grazing” in the grass on their hands and knees.’ In Peciora, ‘Extreme hunger quickly reduced the prisoners to eating plant roots, twigs, leaves, human excrement, and even dead bodies. Romanian and Ukrainian guards raped Jewish young women, who in turn killed themselves. Such conditions fostered mental illness and suicide.’5

These vignettes take us a long way from the notion of ‘industrial murder’ that still prevails in the public consciousness. Even in the Nazi death camps, the perception of ‘factory-like’ genocide is misleading: as we will see, even at Auschwitz the murder process was brutal and far from efficient.

The Holocaust turned the victims’ world upside down, not just destroying their homes and families, leaving most of the small minority of survivors unable to return to the lands of their birth, but in terms of values. Both during and after the war years, the Nazi assault on the Jews left them, in many cases, unable to lead lives guided by morality or established norms, as the above examples show. Those trapped in Nazi ghettos and camps found themselves not on ‘another planet’ but certainly in the anus mundi, in which literal and metaphorical filth governed existence.6 These were places made by human beings in which human beings were destroyed. As Hannah Arendt said, perhaps the Holocaust was an attempt to eradicate the very concept of the human being.7

Arendt’s radical claim reminds us that we have in some ways either forgotten, or ignored altogether, what the Holocaust was and how devastating its effects were. The depth of the trauma caused by the Holocaust means we must move beyond a mechanistic interpretation of ‘industrial genocide’. The ubiquity of collaboration across Europe, driven by a coincidence of wants between the Nazis’ ideologically driven aspiration to rid the world of Jews and the desires of many nation-states’ leaders to create ethnically homogeneous populations, means we need to stop thinking of the Holocaust as solely a German project. It was, however, driven and largely perpetrated by Germans (including Austrians), thus we must focus on ideology, understood as a kind of phantasmagorical conspiracy theory, as the kernel of Nazi thinking and action. And finally we need to understand the ways in which the after-effects of the Holocaust shaped the postwar years and continue to be felt today.

The trauma of the Holocaust has been largely written out of the historiography and decidedly excluded from commemorative ceremonies and the discussion of the Holocaust in the public sphere. It is not the case that people are not moved or informed or that they do not find the events terrible; but the real depths of suffering the Holocaust caused beyond the level of the individual or family and its deep implications for the nature of the modern state and the modern world in general are just too unpleasant and uncomfortable for people to deal with – or so it seems. This problem is partly caused by vocabulary; as the scholar of Holocaust literature Lawrence Langer noted thirty years ago in his landmark study of Holocaust testimonies:


Words like survival and liberation, with their root meanings of life and freedom, entice us into a kind of verbal enchantment that too easily dispels the miasma of the death camp ordeal and its residual malodours . . . Available vocabulary educes a unified view of the self, which invites us to adapt the Holocaust experience to ideas of heroism during the event and a process of recovery afterward that are inconsistent with the realities of the disaster.8



But there is also a generalized looking away in evidence – strange though that might sound given the extent to which representations of the Holocaust pervade popular culture. This argument applies not just to saccharine treatments of the Holocaust such as those found in popular books and films, but to the underpinnings of much Holocaust education and to pious ceremonies which characterize Holocaust commemoration. Tears may flow, but the truly destructive nature of the Holocaust for its victims – and for the societies they came from – and the radical implications of the Holocaust for our modern world are passed over in silence.

We must also remember that the Holocaust was not just a German affair.9 One of the roots of the revival of fascism in Europe today can be found in the fact that the genocide of the Jews could not have been so thorough and so brutal without almost ubiquitous collaboration across Europe and beyond. Historians have long known this, but the true extent of this collaboration has remained covered up by successive governments across the continent. The drip-feed of revelations and apologies means we still have not taken the measure of what truly happened in what can only be partly described as ‘Hitler’s Europe’, but can truly be called ‘antisemitic Europe’ in the period of the Second World War. The third volume of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum’s Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos covers sites created by regimes allied to Nazi Germany; it is over 900 pages long and contains information on almost 700 places, from the far north of Norway to the Atlas Mountains, from Brittany to Ukraine, not a single one of them a camp administered by the Germans. Not all were ‘Holocaust sites’ in the sense that Jews were sent there to die. But the majority were ‘Holocaust camps’ in the sense that Jews were held in them and died performing forced labour, through serious neglect and lack of food and medicine, and through being deported from them to their deaths. In some cases, especially in Transnistria, Jews were massacred in the tens of thousands or left to the elements to die a ‘natural death’. Not only do these places and events show that the postwar narrative of a German Holocaust was only partially correct, they also show that the concept of industrial genocide – though certainly appropriate in part – fails to capture the experiences of a large proportion of the Holocaust’s victims. Almost half of the victims of the Holocaust died of starvation in ghettos or were shot in face-to-face killing actions, and even the gas chambers, as we will see, were brutal and hardly the epitome of technological efficiency – the victims died in agony, having been terrorized and deported in unspeakably filthy means of transport, many driven insane before they ever saw the entrance to a gas chamber.

The Holocaust was a truly transnational affair. By this, I mean that policies implemented by the Nazis were replicated by their allies but also vice-versa; often collaborating states forced the hand of the Nazis by taking the initiative where persecution of Jews was concerned. The Vichy government, for example, pre-empted the Nazis by introducing its first Statut des Juifs without the Nazis’ encouragement. Persecution in one place emboldened others elsewhere, and the sharing of fascist ideology across Europe made this interconnectedness possible, facilitating a continent-wide crime that the Germans on their own would have found much harder to implement.

The same is true from the victims’ perspective. Historians are only just investigating in detail the experiences of Jews not directly caught in the Nazi net. The deportation and murder of the Jews of France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Slovakia, Poland, Hungary, Greece and elsewhere has been described many times. Nevertheless, revelations continue to come, especially concerning the roles played by local, non-German actors and the extent to which the Holocaust was experienced as a constant movement. Many Eastern European Jews were killed where they lived in the summer and autumn of 1941; many others were rounded up and deported to their deaths; but the process of arrest, assembly, detention, deportation, travelling and arrival is often neglected. And for many Holocaust victims, the story was far more complicated, as they were dragged from one incarceration site to another. As we will see, some victims endured five, six or more concentration camps, especially in the later stages of the war, when Jews were used as slave labourers in small camps linked to specific firms which hired the ‘work Jews’ (Arbeitsjuden) from the SS.

Additionally, historians are only now describing the fact that the Holocaust exceeded the boundaries of Europe. North Africa has been almost entirely omitted from most histories of the Holocaust, yet in the Vichy-controlled Maghreb and in areas occupied by the Germans and Italians, the persecution of the Jews forms part of the wider Holocaust story. Jews in North Africa were subjected to French and Italian racial laws, had their property stolen, and were interned and made to perform forced labour. Some were deported to death camps in Europe as were some North African Jews living in France.10 The growing research on the experiences of Jews in North Africa challenges our perception of where the Holocaust took place, making the designation of the genocide as a ‘continent-wide crime’ seem no longer entirely adequate, even given that the countries we now think of as forming ‘North Africa’ were at the time European colonies and thus in some ways part of ‘Europe’.11 There were also several hundred thousand Jews who fled or were deported from eastern Poland in the autumn of 1941, to spend the war years as refugees in the Soviet Union. Although they did not feel the full weight of Nazi occupation, their stories are ones of massive loss of life. At the end of the war, they returned to a country where they swiftly found that they could not stay because of ongoing antisemitism. Yet little is known about these Jews, many of whom fought in the Polish army and returned to Europe via Iran, and of many others who tell extraordinary stories of survival in Central Asia or Siberia, grateful to the Soviets for saving their lives but having to fight against Kafkaesque Soviet bureaucracy and restrictions on their rights.12 Maria Tumarkin’s aunt Lina, for example, was deported as a baby with her family from Kiev to Uzbekistan, where they all contracted malaria and tried to keep alive doing hard labour. Only a chance meeting in Samarkand between Lina’s aunt Tamara with her former professor from the Kharkiv Medical Institute saved them, as they were sent to Station Malyutinskaya to set up a medical station.13 Such chance occurrences were how many of the Polish-Jewish refugees survived the harsh reality of the Soviet Union. Jews were dispersed around the world, from Mauritius to Japanese-occupied Manchuria, from Bolivia to the Philippines. Although Nazi-occupied Europe was the heart of the genocide, its effects were felt worldwide.14

Thus, although the persecution of the Jews that led to the Holocaust was a German project – a point which cannot be overemphasized – it chimed with the programmes of many European fascist and authoritarian regimes. Without the Germans’ umbrella project, the Holocaust in Europe would not have happened. Nor were its allies as obsessed with the ‘world-historical threat’ posed by the Jews as the Germans were, although some came close, especially certain figures in the Croatian, Romanian and French leadership strata. But without the willing participation of so many collaborators across Europe, the Germans would have found it much harder to kill so many Jews. In Norway, France and Hungary, local police rounded up, guarded and deported Jews; in Slovakia the impetus to deport Jews came from the indigenous ‘clerical-fascist’ regime rather than from the Germans. The same is true in the country of the Enlightenment, where French officials drafted the legislation and provided the manpower to arrest and deport Jews from France, the ‘only country in Western Europe where Jews were deported from a zone not under direct German occupation’.15 In the Romanian case, the regime of the conducător (leader), Ion Antonescu, grasped the opportunity provided by the German plans to carry out a Holocaust of its own, deporting Jews from recently annexed areas of Romania and killing them alongside local Jews and Roma in Transnistria. The scope of the killing implicates the whole of Europe, not just the Nazi regime and a few quislings. The legacy of collaborationist Europe remains visible in the resistance to research that appears from a nationalist perspective to ‘defame’ the good name of the nation as in the Polish government’s attempts to prosecute historians who have uncovered information about Poles who handed Jews over to the Nazi occupiers; in the erection of memorials and promotion of museums which selectively interpret the past so as to make one’s nation appear an innocent victim or rescuer of Jews, as in controversial monuments recently erected in Hungary; and, most worryingly, in the ease with which increasingly large sections of the European populace reach for the store of ideas, imagery and vocabulary associated with fascism, as for example the association of migrants with criminality or disease.

Many have interpreted the ‘Final Solution’ as a mechanistic process – a plan for industrial genocide – but this distracts us from what happened to most victims. The Jews killed in the Holocaust died in brutal, face-to-face shootings, were starved to death in ghettos or were murdered in death camps. But not only is the prevailing notion of ‘industrial genocide’ a stock phrase which prevents us from thinking, it is not even accurate to describe a process that was violent, vicious and deeply traumatic, whether one looks at the death pits of the western Soviet Union or the extermination camps, where the killing process could, at its height, be remarkably swift.

A third aspect that I want to emphasize is that we need a ‘return to ideology’ following the movement away from it in several recent major synthetic histories which stress instead the reactive nature of German decision-making, driven primarily by military circumstance.16 By a return to ideology, I do not mean a simple ‘intentionalist’ rendering in which the Nazis murdered the Jews because they had always intended to do so, but a cultural imaginary in which the Nazis dreamed of a world without Jews long before they had a genocidal programme to implement. Throughout, this book will draw on Nazi documents, of course, but also on diaries written during the Holocaust, postwar testimonies and records, and fiction, all of which, when attended to carefully, allow us to appreciate the terrible destruction caused by the Holocaust. Only a few scholars have combined scholarship with the emotions; all too often, scholarship erects a barrier against feeling, forgetting the reasons that the Holocaust demanded our attention in the first place.17

Although there was no plan to murder the Jews of Europe before the Second World War, what became the Holocaust started as a genocidal fantasy long before the killing began. The Nazis had been dreaming of a ‘world without Jews’ since the Nazi Party’s inception.18 But so too had many European nation-states. The successors to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, slightly earlier creations such as unified Italy or Belgium, as well as longer-established states such as France all witnessed the emergence of large-scale nativist movements in the age of nationalism whose dreams of creating ethnically pure nations chimed with Nazi goals of eradicating Jews and other minority groups. The actual process of arriving at a genocidal programme was in many ways ad hoc and, as recent scholarship suggests, heavily dependent on the military situation: the Nazis could not deport Jews from countries they had not occupied or from Axis countries whose leaders did not want to deport them, such as Italy before 1943 or Finland. Yet that does not mean that the murder of the Jews was an accident.19 Hatred and, more important, fear of Jews was deeply ingrained into Nazi thinking. The Holocaust was not predetermined by an actual, physical blueprint but nor is it to read history backwards to say that the genocide of the Jews was foreshadowed in the writings, speeches and actions of the Nazis from the 1920s onwards. We need a renewed emphasis on Nazi ideology, in particular on race thinking in the broad sense: not just racial science but the mysticism of race, in which Nazi thinkers set out a metaphysics and an anthropology of German superiority and proposed that the movement of history was driven by a clash between good and evil, represented by the Germans on the one side and the threatening race-destroyers, the Jews, on the other.20 Such writings were echoed in race thinking across Europe; irrespective of which country one examines, what these writings have in common was their demonization of the Jews.21

Ideology in this broad sense – not simply as a consciously held political position but as a ‘whole way of life’ – also ties in with Nazi fantasies about obtaining Lebensraum (living space) in Eastern Europe and creating a ‘racial community’ (Volksgemeinschaft) in the Reich. These dreams actually went hand in hand. The notion of a unified and harmonious society of Aryans necessitated the ‘removal’ of those deemed to block its coming into existence.22 In particular this meant the Jews, for they were not merely aesthetically unpleasing marks of the community’s imperfection, such as the disabled, but were, so the Nazis believed, actively seeking to destroy the Germans. Although one can take each of these categories – antisemitism, empire and the racial community – in turn and analyse the ways in which they contributed to the unfolding of the Holocaust, for the Nazis they were inseparable.23 A Nazi empire in the east – replicating in Hitler’s mind the British Empire in India or, more emphatically, the spread of ‘white’ civilization across the expanding United States – was of necessity antisemitic, since the Nazis regarded Soviet communism as synonymous with Jews (‘Judaeo-Bolshevism’); and the racial community at home was founded on the radical exclusion of Jews. Hence ideology here means the very belief in, and attempt to create, an immanent community whose self-construction could only come about through genocidal destruction.

This argument creates, to some extent, tension with the previous point about ubiquity: the focus on ideology reveals the difference between the Nazi regime and its collaborators. There is no doubting the antisemitic obsessions of leaders such as Tiso, Antonescu or Horthy, but they regarded Jews primarily as cunning competitors who prevented the titular nation from achieving its potential, not, as the leading Nazis did, as the incarnation of evil or as a kind of world-threatening, metaphysical malignity. Collaboration in the Holocaust occurred for many reasons: nation-building, greed and venality being the most obvious, but also, at a more grassroots level, fear, desperation and avarice. As historian Peter Hayes writes, commenting on German corporate involvement in the Holocaust, ‘if hatred was the fuel that propelled Nazi Germany on the road to the Holocaust, that road was paved not just by indifference, as Ian Kershaw has remarked, but by self-interest’.24 Since the Holocaust was a German project first and foremost, which found willing collaborators everywhere, it is crucial to note how ideology, especially antisemitism, constituted an unspoken shared framework, a consensus or offer that could be taken up by others.25 Besides, in all of the countries occupied by Nazi Germany, as well as its allies, it is not hard to find viciously antisemitic texts and examples of collaborators whose ideological stance was closely aligned with Nazism. Collaboration was not merely opportunistic.

Finally, it is important to remember that the Holocaust did not just end in May 1945 with the liberation of the camps. Rather, the remnants of European Jewry, shocked and angry, found themselves (with the exception of the small numbers of Western European Jews who could return home relatively easily) homeless, without families, communities and homelands. Jewish Poles who returned to Poland – many after spending the war years as refugees in the Soviet Union – were subjected to pogroms; Hungarian Jews who returned were met with incredulity and disdain by those who had stolen their apartments; Dutch Jews encountered resistance to their stories, since the Dutch were consumed with their own suffering during the ‘hunger winter’ of 1944–5. The creation of DP (displaced persons) camps in, of all places, Germany and Austria (and, to a smaller extent, in Italy), and the incarceration of Jewish ‘illegal’ migrants (Aliyah bet) in Cyprus by the British left many Jewish survivors with a feeling that there was no future for them any more in Europe. Having expected help from the Allies to resettle where they wanted, their bitter disappointment at being detained further manifested itself in a knee-jerk Zionism. Although some half of all survivors eventually found their way to the US, Palestine became the destination of choice for most, at least in the first instance, and the creation of the state of Israel – in the context of a war in which a large proportion of soldiers were Holocaust survivors – followed, in a sequence of events that might otherwise never have come to pass.

In the decades that followed, the memory of the Holocaust continued to be felt in world affairs: civil rights and anti-Apartheid struggles, anti-colonialism and wars in Algeria and other colonies. Memories of collaboration, fascist interpretations of history and anti-fascism were all mobilized in ways that made for a complex and in some cases toxic brew.26 In Israel, the resistance fighters of the Warsaw ghetto were regarded as forerunners of the IDF (Israeli Defence Force) and the militarized stance of the new state. The 1953 creation of Yad Vashem, Israel’s memorial and research centre on the Holocaust, unsurprisingly placed the Holocaust at the heart of the new state’s self-perception – this was the instinctive Zionism of the DPs, rejected by Europe and the US, in action. It would take several decades for the events which accompanied the creation of the state of Israel, especially the Nakba, or Palestinian catastrophe, when Palestinians were expelled from their towns and villages to make way for Jewish settlers, to make its mark on Israeli intellectuals and the public.27 In the student revolts of 1968 across Europe and the Americas, the memory of the Holocaust was instrumentalized as a way of criticizing the older generations, often in ways which suggested that the students themselves, for all their anti-fascist credentials, had failed to understand the real horror of the Holocaust.28 This is most infamously illustrated in the hijacking of an Air France plane en route from Israel to France in 1976. Landing at Entebbe in Uganda, the West German and Palestinian hijackers ‘selected’ Jewish and Israeli passengers as hostages while the rest were set free. In this action, the failure to work through their parents’ fascism was clear. It constituted ‘a compulsive repetition of Nazi crimes by those who had tried to distance themselves from them’, as student leader Joschka Fischer later put it.29

Yet the effects of the Holocaust were also felt globally, from the ratlines that allowed Nazis to escape to South America to the creation of an international legal framework on the rights of refugees. The Holocaust played a role in West Germany’s attempts to reassert itself as a sovereign nation, for example in negotiating reparations treaties, in international debates about the Armenian genocide and the problem of Armenian terrorism in the 1980s, and in the Cold War relations between East and West.30 Since the end of the Cold War, a breaking down of many postwar myths has gone hand in hand with a proliferation of revisionist narratives. We now know more about local collaboration across Europe, for example, but we can also witness newly confident fascist interpretations of the past which would have been unpublishable, whether for legal or marketing reasons, a few decades ago. Holocaust imagery, especially references to the Kindertransport, have become common in debates over how best to respond to the ‘refugee crisis’ in Europe since 2015 and in arguments over the position of Islam in multicultural societies.31 There is something strange going on when European radical right parties and movements are allied with Benjamin Netanyahu, the prime minister of Israel; no wonder that some scholars see the need to stress the ways in which Muslims and Jews to some extent shared similar fates under Nazism, for example in the murder of Muslim Roma, as a way of detoxifying contemporary intergroup relations.32

There was thus a Holocaust effect seen in international politics, intergenerational struggles and geopolitical crises even before ‘Holocaust consciousness’ became prominent through commemoration, education and popular representation. For example, negotiations over reparations payments from West Germany to Israel in 1950, the trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem in 1961 and the 1963–4 Frankfurt trial of Auschwitz guards all brought the genocide of the Jews into the public sphere, beginning the use of the term ‘Holocaust’ to describe it. From the 1980s onwards, and especially in the 1990s, the explosion of films, books, documentaries and other forms of representation of the Holocaust was quite remarkable. From the airing of the 1978 TV series Holocaust to the multi-Oscar-award-winning movie Schindler’s List in 1993, awareness of the Holocaust grew rapidly, primarily across the US, West Germany (in all sorts of complex ways) and Western Europe. This process had many way-stations. When Ronald Reagan visited Bitburg cemetery in May 1985, Holocaust survivors led by Elie Wiesel expressed their outrage, especially when it was discovered that SS men were buried there alongside ordinary Wehrmacht soldiers (as if it were fine to pay homage to the Wehrmacht). In the Historikerstreit, or Historians’ Debate, in West Germany, argument raged in the quality press over whether the Holocaust could be compared to Stalin’s gulag. And concerns over renewed German power following unification at the end of the Cold War were amplified in the furore over the Crimes of the Wehrmacht exhibition of 1995, which revealed the remarkable extent of ordinary soldiers’ involvement in war crimes.33 Since then, there has been an unstoppable barrage of Holocaust representations, with some critics arguing that just about all of them, from beer bottles labelled with fascist leaders to ‘cats that look like Hitler’ websites, from computer games to scholarly debates about comparative genocide, are trivializations of the subject.34 In fact, this very proliferation shows just how successful Holocaust consciousness has been. The images of the camps, and other Holocaust iconography, have become instantly recognizable. Besides, some caution needs to be exercised before simply condemning all ways of dealing with the Holocaust, apart from those considered appropriate by self-designated gatekeepers of morality. In other words, the fact that these discussions exist indicates how the history of the years since the Holocaust is also part of the history of the Holocaust. Rather than simply take a position in those debates, this book will analyse the debates themselves in terms of what they tell us about the changing perception of the Holocaust over time.

Trauma, collaboration, genocidal fantasy and postwar consequences are the four main frameworks used to shape this book. They will be woven into a narrative that moves between Nazi policy and its effects on individuals, the immense scale of murder across Europe and microhistories from across Europe and beyond. Each helps to explain the vast trauma caused by the Holocaust and its terrible ubiquity. Finally, there is also the seemingly inverse relationship between ‘Holocaust consciousness’ and the rise of xenophobic nationalism that characterizes our age. Despite the best intentions of those who promote Holocaust education, the rise of the populist right suggests that teaching about the Holocaust is largely irrelevant in the face of wider socio-economic challenges.

The commemoration of the Holocaust was institutionalized by the United Nations in 2005, and many countries in the world now recognize 27 January, the day of the liberation of Auschwitz by the Red Army, as Holocaust Memorial Day. The Holocaust has become part of school curriculums across Europe and the English-speaking world. Organizations such as the Holocaust Educational Trust have the ear of politicians, who then promote Holocaust education and commemoration. There are Holocaust museums not just in the US, UK, Israel and Australia, but also in Norway, Macedonia, Brazil, Uruguay and even the West Bank. Holocaust films, graphic novels, plays, documentaries, websites and Holocaust imagery are ubiquitous. Surely, one might think, Holocaust consciousness has done its job?

And yet. We live in an age of increasing nationalism, right-wing populism and xenophobia, all of which are pressing hard against the mainstream acceptance of international cooperation and multiculturalism that have characterized, however partially and imperfectly, the postwar Western world. How else do we explain the elections of Donald Trump and Jair Bolsonaro, the vote for Brexit, the election of a radical-right component to the Austrian and Italian governments, the success of self-styled illiberal democracy in Hungary and Poland, or the rise of radical-right movements? We are seeing these movements not just in countries such as Greece, which have only recently ‘discovered’ their role in the Holocaust, but also in Germany, with the Alternative für Deutschland, Spain, with Vox, and France, with the National Rally (formerly the National Front), and in countries with longstanding and deep commitments to Holocaust education and commemoration such as the US, the UK and Germany. In countries such as Austria, Hungary and Poland, recently created Holocaust memorials and museums have generated national discussions on the topic of the Holocaust.

Part of the answer is that research and popular representations have brought to the fore a realization that not only Germans were responsible for the Holocaust. Resentment against ‘cosmopolitan memory’, which is meant to promote democratic values, tolerance, multiculturalism and internationalism, has grown in the countries concerned.35 Revelations that Jews were killed by states and organizations with longstanding nationalist aspirations to create ethnically homogeneous nation-states, especially in Hungary, Romania, Croatia and France, have led many – perhaps primarily descendants of those whose families fought on the Axis side or who regard nationalism as an anti-communist duty – to feel embittered and angry at what they see as an attempt to air the nation’s dirty laundry in public. Even in Poland, which had no official collaborationist organization, Jews were murdered by their Polish neighbours as well as by the German occupiers; saying so in today’s Poland now carries the risk that one will be prosecuted for defaming the Polish nation. In the Baltic states, the discourse of ‘double genocide’ claims to place the Holocaust side by side with the victims of Stalinism but, all too often, seeks to obscure the former by emphasizing the latter, often by appealing to the myth of Judaeo-communism, a conspiracy theory that promotes the idea that the Jews brought communism to Eastern Europe.36 In Hungary, government-sponsored memorials and museums present the embattled nation as the victim of larger, sinister outside forces, in a move that is not only mendacious about the past but, with its obsession with financier George Soros, who has supposedly single-handedly threatened Hungary’s national integrity, fans a new version of a well-worn antisemitic fantasy.37 In France there is a direct line from the anti-Dreyfusards to the Vichy collaborators, to the torturers during the Algerian War (1954–62), to the National Front under Jean-Marie Le Pen and his successors.

However, it would be quite erroneous to claim that Holocaust research and Holocaust commemoration were directly to blame for the current upsurge in right-wing movements and nationalist sentiments across the world. Indeed, to believe so would be bordering on antisemitism, since it is one of the oldest tropes of antisemitism to believe that the Jews’ influence in world affairs is decisive. What is more likely is that those who work on this subject have overestimated the extent to which Holocaust consciousness might change the world for the better. Rather, as in the 1930s, it is the wider socio-economic situation that counts. Knowledge of the past might act as a warning and a brake but cannot provide lessons that will change the course of events. The driving forces today are austerity, economic recession and the feeling among the ‘just managing’ that immigration brings Islamist fundamentalism. The Covid-19 pandemic presents opportunities to blame others for spreading the virus and a reason to erect border controls against those of whom one is frightened. Memories of the Second World War held by those who fought on the losing side, including those in collaborating or occupied countries, are part of the mix and provide a vocabulary and aesthetic to which many turn easily and unthinkingly.38 The fact is that Holocaust education goes out of the window if people feel that their life chances are narrowing. We often get it the wrong way around: the answer to increasing levels of hatred is not more Holocaust education, for that is asking education to do more than it can provide. Rather, if we want Holocaust education to prove effective, we have first to build a society that desires equality and tolerance, and in which the values promoted by Holocaust education chime with the values of society at large.

This is how it begins. Economic recession, protectionism, nativist movements promising to protect ‘the nation’. When the policies deriving from this position end by making people poorer, more afraid of others, and more turned in on themselves, then their positions harden and become more strident, since those promoting them can only explain their failure by claiming they have been thwarted by an unseen hand. We are not yet at that stage; fascism is not yet in power. But it is knocking on the door and the circumstances which allow it to do so – primarily the impoverishment of large swathes of the population through forty years of neo-liberal economics and the consequences of austerity since 2008 – remain unaddressed. One might argue that prolonging this situation will only lead to more ground being given to those with simplistic protectionist solutions. If we refuse to deal with this challenge, then the postwar order built on internationalism and individual freedom, which has already been attenuated in the last thirty years, will be decisively done away with and we will have sleepwalked into authoritarianism, if not full-blown fascism.39 The Holocaust is not a lesson about the dangers of bullying, nor even a tale of the dangers of hatred. It is a warning that states, when elites become desperate to hold on to power, can do terrible, traumatic things, and that the deep psychology of modernity produces monsters the likes of which even the sleep of reason would struggle to generate. I will return to these problems, which are more pressing now than at any time since historians began to write about the Holocaust at the end of the Second World War, later in the book.

What Is the Holocaust?

Before proceeding, it might be worth offering a condensed summary of what is to follow, since this very complex history can be told in many different ways.

Nazism emerged from the crisis of post–Great War Europe and the Great Depression. The Nazis thought of themselves as carrying out an ‘anti-colonial’ struggle: that is to say, reversing the ‘Diktat’ of Versailles and revealing it to have been the work of the ‘hidden hand’ of international Jewry meant, from the Nazis’ point of view, freeing Germany from foreign control. The context of postwar violence, and not just in Germany’s eastern borderlands, and the ways in which the Freikorps foreshadowed extra-legal military forces, are crucial here, as is, in general, the impact of the First World War on European societies.40 For the first time, concepts such as ‘statelessness’, refugee camps and ‘states of exception’ became unmissable fixtures on the European landscape and the Bolshevik revolution fuelled the rise of fascism in Italy and elsewhere. The crisis of Weimar is usually written with the emphasis on the rejection of the republic and the polarization of politics. But it was economic depression after 1929 that proved crucial, since only after that date did Nazism in Germany rise to prominence, as the middle classes felt the ground shifting beneath their feet. Most important, Nazism was part of broader European trends and did not come from nowhere: mass politics; unemployment; post-1918 violence; Italian Fascism; anti-communism; appeasement and the underrating of Hitler and his ideas, especially the importance of ‘race’; traditional Christian Jew-hatred and its mutation into modern antisemitism; the notion of fascism as ‘colonialism returned home’ – all of these contributed to the appeal of Nazism, which was not an explosion of ‘collective madness’ with no links to anything that had gone before in European history. Rather, Nazism was the most extreme manifestation of sentiments that were quite common, and for which Hitler acted as a kind of rainmaker or shaman. It would be nice if it were true that Nazism was simply a return of the barbarians, for then we could agree with Peter Viereck, who in 1941 argued that Nazism was an outgrowth of German romanticism, and concluded pithily: ‘The result is apes in evening dress, Neanderthalers in bomb-laden airplanes, very efficient and intelligent barbarians speeding debonairly in civilization’s latest-model motor-cars: applying to uncivilized ends the highest technical achievements of civilization.’41 However, Nazism, as Arendt said, may have come from the gutter, but the gutter is also part of European civilization.42

The first years of Nazi rule were characterized by antisemitic legislation and attacks, an attempt to ‘coordinate’ German society, and the attack on political enemies. Crucial to this process were the early concentration camps. These first concentration camps were not set up for the incarceration of Jews but for ‘political enemies’ and, in the years 1936–8, for ‘asocials’, in other words, ‘Aryan’ Germans who did not conform to the Nazis’ ideals of social and political behaviour. There were, of course, Jews in the camps, and, being Jews, they received in general worse treatment than other inmates.43 But Jews and concentration camps were not linked then in ways that were imagined after the war and that still cause confusion today – the SS’s concentration camp system and the Holocaust intersected only late in the war, even if the existence of concentration camps drove the Nazis’ violent imagination and supported dreams of a purified society.

That said, Jews were immediately and violently targeted as soon as the Nazis took power, and Jews faced daily struggles in trying to deal with this onslaught on their ways of life and inclusion in the wider community. The November pogrom (Kristallnacht) was the turning point in the persecution of the Jews in Germany, for it marked the first time that Jews had been incarcerated in large numbers, even if most of them were able (that is to say, forced) to emigrate after leaving the camps. On the domestic front, Jews were now isolated in the Third Reich, which now included Austria. On the international front, the low point of the Hitler–Stalin Pact (August 1939) and Britain’s isolation meant that the Jews were abandoned to their fate, trapped in an increasingly Nazified Europe.

The start of the war marked a shift in Nazi Judenpolitik, as a dynamic of violence unfolded and as the changing fortunes of the war exposed more Jewish communities to danger. Even before the establishment of ghettos in Nazi-occupied Poland – before a plan to murder the Jews held in them existed – the war in Poland saw the use of Einsatzgruppen (action squads) for rounding up and killing members of Poland’s establishment (priests, politicians, academics, etc.). This radical attack on Poland as such exacerbated gulfs in Polish society that existed before the war and indicated how a country already on the brink of introducing its own antisemitic legislation before September 1939 would respond to the Nazi persecution of the Jews. It also set the scene for worse violence to come.

The military situation is clearly crucial here: attempts to crush Britain and keep the US out of the war, such as in Hitler’s threat of world war in his ‘prophecy’ of 30 January 1939, clearly linked Nazi Jewish policies with the war, as the Nazis imagined that ‘the Jew’ was the puppet-master behind Roosevelt and Churchill, as well, of course, as the ‘Judaeo-Bolshevik’ Stalin. The inability to control the Indian Ocean, for example, precipitated the failure of the German Foreign Office’s plans to deport the Jews to Madagascar, in the so-called ‘territorial solution’. Yet the links between practical possibilities for targeting Jews and the military situation do not explain everything. Instead, from the choice of the Jews as victims to arguments between different agencies over what to do with the Jews in the ghettos in occupied Poland, we see that the unfolding of the Holocaust was shaped, but not determined, by the war.

With the invasion of the USSR on 22 June 1941, the war against the Jews merged with the military war, since in the eyes of the Nazis ‘Judaeo-Bolshevism’ was synonymous with the Soviet system, representing the antithesis to everything the Nazis stood for and wanted to achieve. In terms of the persecution of the Jews, a new and far more bloody stage than anything that had gone before now took place: the so-called ‘Holocaust by bullets’, which saw some 1.5 million Jews shot by the SS’s Einsatzgruppen, in two ‘sweeps’: autumn 1941 and spring 1942. This was still not a Europe-wide project of genocide but was fast becoming one: the Operation Reinhard death camps (Bełżec, Sobibór and Treblinka) were already being planned to eliminate the Jews of Poland before the Wannsee Conference took place on 20 January 1942; gas vans in Chełmno and, in early 1942, Serbia were carrying out mass murder without involving face-to-face shooting; the eradication of the Jews of Latvia was fast completed, and preparations for deportations in France were also under way before the SS wrested full control over Jewish policy away from Goering, Frank, Rosenberg and other competing parties. What we now know as the ‘Final Solution’ was arrived at through a series of steps, not a single decision, culminating in spring 1942, when the programme was recognizably in place.

At this point, Jews were still not very relevant to the SS’s camp system, since they were being killed in face-to-face shootings in Eastern Europe or in death camps in Nazi-occupied Poland. The key year was 1942: in March, some 75–80 per cent of the Holocaust’s victims were still alive, whereas by mid-February 1943, some 80 per cent of the Holocaust’s victims were dead.44 The victims at this stage were primarily religious Eastern European Jews, and their struggles to comprehend what was happening to them are vitally important for showing how just as there was not one form of persecution, so different people amongst the victim groups in different places responded in different ways to the attacks on them.

The Holocaust, however, was a European phenomenon with many perpetrators, not just Germans. Collaboration is most obviously evident in countries such as France, Norway, Croatia, Slovakia, Hungary and Romania, where killing Jews fitted with long-held nationalist aspirations to create ethnically homogeneous nation-states. It also refers to organizations, from the OUN in Ukraine, which allied itself with Nazi Germany in the hope of obtaining a Ukrainian state, to Nazi movements such as Norway’s Nasjonal Samling or the Dutch NSB. These ideologically aligned groups believed in the Nazi vision of a racially cleansed Europe and thought that their national interests were best served under German hegemony. It also included millions of individuals, such as those who signed up to join the Waffen-SS, from Denmark to Bosnia, as well as Ukrainian and Baltic camp guards and, at a local level, so-called szmalcowniki in Poland (those who bribed Jews or who betrayed them to the SS).45 The shocking extent of collaboration, which took many forms for different reasons – from ideological to a simple life-or-death decision for Soviet POWs – has become clearer since the end of the Cold War; the ressentiment its discovery has bred is all too clear in revived radical right movements today.

Among the clearest examples of collaboration are the Holocaust in Romania and the deportation of the Jews of Hungary in spring 1944. With these cases, we see an independent state choosing to participate in the Holocaust and a collaborating state under Nazi occupation assisting in deporting hundreds of thousands of Jews to their deaths in a very short space of time. We also gain a sense of the determination of the Nazi regime to ‘finish the job’, even in the face of impending military defeat. We gain a sense of how collaborating states enjoyed considerable freedom of manoeuvre (in Croatia, for example, the common description of NDH as a ‘puppet state’ does not reflect Ante Pavelić’s Ustaša regime’s independent input) and understand how it was possible for the Nazis to deport Jews across Europe as a whole, from Norway to Crete, Alderney to the Caucasus, the Baltic states to North Africa. The Holocaust did not only happen where the state was destroyed, as in Poland;46 Romania shows exactly the opposite, that is, that where a functioning state wants to carry out criminal policies on a huge scale, it will find reasons and resources to do so.

This massive Europe-wide crime met something of a mirror-image in the response of the ‘free world’. The War Refugee Board, the Atlantic Charter and the creation of the United Nations show how, despite the best intentions of their creators, they hardly matched the scale of the crime which precipitated their establishment. This inability quite to take the measure of Nazism was an echo of interwar appeasement and a failure, even by 1943, to believe that the Nazis meant what they said in their apocalyptic declarations. Recognizing this mismatch helps to explain why the Allies, despite the existence of a large literature on Nazi camps since the 1930s and an insightful intelligence network, were unprepared for what they found in the final stages of the Holocaust.

In the last stages of the war, the increasingly desperate needs of the war economy drove the Nazi leadership to reconsider its killing programme – a remarkable fact given that the drive to murder Jews was central to Nazism. From 1943 onwards, Jews and others were as likely to end up in slave labour sub-camps attached to the SS’s main camps as they were to be murdered outright. The rapid growth in the sub-camp system is something that popular histories of the Holocaust often fail to explain, but it does not downplay Nazi genocidal plans to show that they were attenuated to a small extent in the final year and a half of the war. Rather, when one considers the ways in which slave labourers were treated, the exact opposite is the case. If one cannot always talk of ‘annihilation through labour’ (this is a term which does not occur very often in the sources), nevertheless the Nazis’ attitude, even when labour needs were acute, was that Jews were expendable and that no effort should be made to ensure that productivity levels could become anything like those for normal labourers.

These sub-camps were often very small, and those who went through them often endured more than one. Indeed, the trajectories of many survivors include a number of small sub-camps whose names rarely mean anything today (who has heard of Neu-Dachs, Eintrachthütte, Christianstadt, Überlingen or Dondangen?). As the need for labour increased and as the approach of the Allies forced camps to be relocated, the Holocaust became increasingly ‘mobile’. We think of the Holocaust as having taken place in fixed installations, but this only captures a small part of the Holocaust experience. From deportation by various means of transport, to being shunted around the camp system, to the ‘death marches’ at the end of the war, the Holocaust took place on the move across Europe. Indeed, the Holocaust occurred over vastly different terrains and experiences (ghettos, camps, trains, ships), climates, languages, occupation or collaborating regimes – but all headed in the direction of a homogeneous conclusion: the murder of the Jews. Exceptions to this rule such as Bulgaria and Denmark need careful consideration, not simplistic statements about ‘good Italians’ and the like, which elide the differences between the actions of individuals and state policies. For the victims, this movement was overwhelmingly bewildering, and sub-camp inmates often did not even know where they were. The fact is, however, that the use of Jews as slave labourers saved the lives of many who would otherwise have simply been killed. Even if their deaths were being deferred, their lives were prolonged as a result of the unexpected flexibility of the Nazis’ racial laws from late 1943 onwards. It was because they were in slightly better physical condition than they would have been had they not been in the sub-camps, that some Jews were able to survive until the liberation.

The images of the Holocaust which still dominate the collective memory are those from the liberation of the camps, especially of Belsen, Buchenwald and Dachau. But Jews were only in those camps in Germany in large numbers because of the ‘death marches’. As the Red Army approached from the east, Himmler’s order that camp inmates should not fall alive into enemy hands resulted in the bizarre phenomenon of the camp evacuations, or ‘death marches’.47 Here the concentration camp and Germany became synonymous as the inmates passed through just about every small locality in Central Europe, especially across Silesia, Thuringia, Bohemia and Bavaria. The complicity of the population at large was assured, and claims, commonly heard after the war, that ‘no one knew’ became impossible to defend. More importantly, the marchers were killed in huge numbers, such that perhaps a third of the more than 714,000 concentration camp inmates as of January 1945 were dead by the end of the war. They died of exhaustion or were shot on the route and buried, often in unmarked graves, by the roadside where they fell or in local cemeteries.

Thus, although camps such as Belsen and Dachau had not been created to house Jews and, up until late 1944, had hardly been associated with the Holocaust at all (apart from in the training of camp guards, in the case of Dachau), by 1945 these camps were effectively functioning as death camps. This is especially so in the case of Belsen, where the British, on the surrender of the camp on 15 April, found some 60,000 dying inmates. The horror of Belsen remains a scar on the world’s conscience, and the sources from that moment remain painful to read, see and hear.

‘Liberation’, then, needs to be understood in inverted commas: many survivors died soon afterwards, too ill to be helped, and many more, amazed to have outlived the Nazi regime, were shocked to discover that they remained captive, unable to go where they wanted, deeply disappointed that the ‘free world’ did not grant them the right to start a life of their choosing, now that everything that characterized their old one was destroyed. The loneliness of the survivors was profound, as is indicated in the desperate way in which they set off to search for relatives at the slightest rumour. Yet over time, the DP camps became functioning societies, with political, religious, social and sporting clubs and organizations, a press, theatre and schooling, and vocational training to prepare new immigrants for life outside the camps. Amongst these people Zionism was inescapable, for they felt rejected by Europe, which they rejected in turn. Even so, the so-called ‘hard core’ of DPs – those who could not or would not leave Germany – remained for many years, until the last DP camp, at Föhrenwald near Munich, closed in 1957, by which point it had become an embarrassment to a West Germany trying to assert its sovereignty in the comity of nations. The Holocaust, in other words, did not simply ‘end’ in May 1945.

Indeed, the ‘afterlife’ (or, as Lawrence Langer aptly calls it, the ‘afterdeath’) of the Holocaust is now inescapably part of its history, especially when we consider that 1945 was not the end of the story. This is to be expected given that we are talking about an event of world-historical significance. The stages of ‘collective memory’ through which ‘Holocaust consciousness’ has passed, moreover, are important markers of postwar European society and culture in general. The rise of ‘Holocaust consciousness’ can be charted through numerous media: film, law, education and culture in the widest sense. The Holocaust has moved, as Jeffrey Alexander puts it, from ‘war crime to trauma drama’, and perhaps one of the most unedifying spectacles – indicating the law of unintended consequences – is the way in which an increased awareness of the Holocaust has led to it being banalized and exploited.48 Unsurprisingly, it remains a key topic of contestation for the radical right across the world and a barometer of political culture, whether in Israel or Poland. But perhaps most problematic is what we might call the ‘beautifying’ of the Holocaust in the Western world: the lauding of survivors and their moving stories and a desire to ‘learn’ from the Holocaust. The Holocaust teaches nothing except that deep passions that owe nothing to rational politics can move human beings to do terrible things. Which is to say, the Holocaust teaches us nothing, since nothing in the end can stop people from supporting these dark forces in times of crisis.

That grim thought raises the question: what does the Holocaust tell us about modernity?49 The Holocaust was not the logical conclusion of means–ends rationality but rather the consequence of a modern world that creates and canalizes deep passions that have no obvious outlet. In principle, there is nothing wrong with Holocaust education or Holocaust commemoration. But we should be willing to face the radical conclusions to which these activities should lead us: that the Holocaust was a deeply traumatic event for its victims; that the consequences of the Holocaust have not only led to good (the creation, for the time being, of a democratic Germany, the absence of war in most of Europe since 1945) but have left a dark legacy, a ‘deep psychology’ of ‘fascination with fascism’ that people turn to instinctively in moments of crisis; and that the Holocaust not only reveals the fragile identity but awesome power of the modern nation-state and the ‘pillars’ which support it (rule of law, the military, religion, ruling elites) but also calls their very organization and functioning into question. The Holocaust cannot be explained as the vicious actions of a mad regime; it has political, religious, cultural and social implications for modern societies, and that is why its impact is so keenly felt even if public commemorative ceremonies rarely articulate its significance in these terms. In this book, I show what these implications are and why the Holocaust is not just a ‘lesson’ about intolerance or hatred but tells us how societies in crisis can slide into horror, with the majority, including established elites, colluding in the worst sort of crimes if they sense that their positions might otherwise be threatened.

Thinking about the Holocaust

Anyone who studies the Holocaust quickly discovers – often to their dismay, at least initially – that the scholarship on the subject is vast. Across all disciplines, there is a stupendous literature that no one person can master. Even restricting oneself to historical writing on the Holocaust, the size and scope of the scholarly literature is truly remarkable. This should not be taken as a sign of overproduction or, even more cynically, of an unbridled ‘Holocaust industry’. Rather, it signals that the Holocaust is a phenomenon which troubles all thinking people, as it should, and that many scholars – as with people in general – feel compelled to grapple with it. In fact, the scope of the historiography is an opportunity: to learn a great deal from different perspectives, to appreciate the work done by scholars, whether writing minute studies of a single person or family, or grand synthetic overviews, to understand a phenomenon which seems to elude understanding, and to see how the afterlife of the Holocaust has been shaped in the years since 1945 to the present. In doing so, we chart our own changing times.

For several decades now, the historiography of the Holocaust has been unmanageably large. Even if one is aware of the main trends and can manage an overview of what is appearing in every European language, reading it all is impossible. Since then, the scholarship has branched out in terms of topics and approaches and new insights are being generated all the time. Some of the most innovative approaches include gendered studies, showing how gender affected the experiences of men and women during the Holocaust; the use of archaeology and forensic science, for example to learn more about camp sites; the geographical concept of space to enrich our understanding of the topographies of the Holocaust; the turn to microhistory, with its concept of the ‘normal exceptional’, that is, how seemingly minute occurrences can illuminate the bigger picture; and ideas borrowed from refugee studies, anthropology, psychoanalysis, environmental studies and other cognate disciplines.

Historians have recently turned to studies of the Holocaust in places and regions which have previously seemed marginal to or escaped the notice of scholars, from Subcarpathian Ruthenia to North Africa, as well as a focus on multi-ethnic relations in particular locales, especially in Eastern Europe. There are also detailed studies of little-known institutions, especially the huge number of sub-camps across Nazi-occupied and Axis Europe; a more nuanced examination of the role played by so-called bystanders; a greater focus on Aryanization, i.e. the appropriation and theft of Jewish property, in Germany and elsewhere; the fate of Jewish refugees in the Soviet Union, the Iberian peninsula, and elsewhere; the so-called death marches, as camps were forcibly evacuated in the face of the Allied advance in late 1944 and early 1945; and a host of aftermath issues, from studies of DP camps in Italy to the creation of camp survivors’ organizations, from the Yiddish-language newspapers printed in the DP camps to the remigration of Jewish refugees in far-flung places such as Mauritius, Shanghai and the Dominican Republic, from trials of kapos in Israel to the writing of yizker-bikher (memorial books), to the lost communities of Eastern Europe, from the early postwar search for Jewish missing persons to the remarkable operation of the International Tracing Service.50 In the vast, interdisciplinary literature on Holocaust memory, increasingly sophisticated studies of testimony have appeared, showing how individuals’ testimonies vary depending on when and where they are given, and assessing the impact of collecting practices and methodologies on the construction of archives of testimonies.51 Studies of memorial sites, museums, historical commissions, restitution, the return of looted property, Holocaust-related trials in settings as varied as communist Poland to post–Cold War France, and historiography itself, all of which describe the institutionalization of Holocaust consciousness, have become prominent and represent a substantial share of the scholarly literature on the subject.52 The rediscovery of numerous early postwar texts by survivors is enriching our understanding of the victims’ responses. If we add in debates in genocide studies concerning the extent to which the Holocaust bears comparison with other cases of genocide, the literature becomes even bigger.53

Yet there are still many topics which remain understudied. Nazi thought has not yet been the subject of a sustained engagement, probably because historians fear being seen to grant Nazism too much intellectual credence or coherence. There are exceptions, of course, as the growing literature on the sciences in Nazi Germany indicates, but for most historians the notion of a history of ideas of Nazism is oxymoronic, since the concept of Nazi thinkers or philosophers, as opposed to ideologues, seems outrageous. Current scholarly research projects suggest that we can expect far more scholarship on child survivors of the Holocaust, on DP camps and refugees, especially using digital mapping techniques to show survivors’ trajectories and networks, on microhistories of places across Europe, and far more attempts to integrate the responses of the victims into a historiography which has until recently been dominated by perpetrator-centric research. The work of the early postwar historians, many of whom wrote in Yiddish or who were not university-based, such as Philip Friedman, Rachel Auerbach and Eva Reichmann, has been rediscovered and, especially with a view to emphasizing a victim-centred approach, bears further scrutiny.54

These are all empirical topics, research on which is based on the historian’s sine qua non of access to archives. But ideas about what to do with the material are also subject to change. As well as the methodological innovations like gender history, digital humanities and so on, key interpretive frameworks have changed considerably over the years. From the keywords such as fascism or totalitarianism in the postwar period, to antisemitism and modernity in the years just before and after the end of the Cold War, to genocide and ideology in recent years, historians have offered competing interpretations of the Holocaust which can themselves be historicized. Interpretive frames are shaped by the questions historians ask, who are themselves shaped by the socio-cultural circumstances in which they are living and writing. Today, as a historian writing under the shadow of the end of the postwar order, when the architecture of international cooperation is being dismantled, with nationalism, xenophobia and racism growing in the shadow of the threat to the planet caused by climate change, the Holocaust seems to take on a different hue than it did to historians writing only a few years ago.55 It is certainly true, as Alon Confino writes, that ‘The historian’s best narrative renders the process of dehumanization and brutality without condemnation or tears but in terms that illuminate the reality of the events that took place.’56 There should be no need to moralize when writing about a topic so obviously disgusting. Nevertheless, the reasons for holding such a position – which are fundamental to the writing of what is normally considered good history – are shakier now than at any time since 1945.57

In this book, my focus on ideology is not meant to suggest a simplistic belief in an ‘ideas-into-action’ model. It is not the case that because Hitler wrote diatribes against the Jews in Mein Kampf that the Jews of Europe were murdered. At the same time, there is a connection between Hitler’s statements and the genocide of the Jews.58 I suggest that in the context of the interwar crisis in Europe, which allowed Hitler’s ideas to gain support, Jews functioned as symptoms of modernity that fascism was designed to overcome: rootlessness, cosmopolitanism, universality, loss of community, rapid change, standardization, soullessness. This was the ideological framework in which the Holocaust took place, which is not the same thing as saying that a plan to murder the Jews existed in 1933 or even in 1940. Nazi antisemitism attacked an abstract concept – the Jew – that was, the Nazis believed, the embodiment of everything that was wrong with modernity. In turn, this led to the murder of some six million individuals because they were, according to Nazi definitions, Jewish. This is why the focus here is on the Jews. Roma, the disabled, Soviet POWs, homosexuals and other groups were victims of the Nazis, and it is entirely legitimate to study their fate alongside one another.59 But using the term ‘Holocaust’ to encompass all of these groups with the aim of being inclusive and not prioritizing one group’s suffering, actually does a disservice to groups other than Jews. For the Nazis persecuted these groups for different reasons, reasons we fail to appreciate if we collapse them all together.

Thus, although the Nazis placed great store on what I term ‘race mysticism’, this was no atavistic regression but a response to a modern crisis. But by attacking the Jews as a symbol of that modernity, the Nazis left in place much that caused the crisis in the first place, especially the rampant nature of unregulated interwar capitalism which led to the Great Depression, instead focusing discontent on a ‘personification of its social form’.60 It was not an accident that the Nazis focused their hatred on the Jews; Jews were the traditional Other of the Christian West, both constituent of Western civilization and a reminder of that which was supposed to be overcome. Christian European history had periodically re-enacted the crucifixion through ritual murders and pogroms of Jews. As one strident critic puts it, the Holocaust ‘exposes the pulsation of an unconscious behavioural cliché transferred to the secular religion of Nazism – which reenacted it systematically’.61 In its modern variant, antisemitism was a projection onto an Other whose outsider–insider status needed no explanation, of fears brought about by conditions that were thoroughly modern in origin.

In the words of the great Holocaust historian Saul Friedländer: ‘the very notion of “outsider” applied by modern antisemitism to the Jew owed its tenacity not only to Jewish difference as such but also to the depth of its religious roots’.62 It was a ‘reactivated millenarian phantasm’ built on the deep psychology of European fantasies as applied to a modern crisis.63 For example, in the explanation put forward by philosopher Ernst Cassirer, the Nazi myth consisted of attacking the people whose religion represented the rejection of myth par excellence – in the forbidding of graven images, for example, which implies a rejection of the sort of race worship to which the Nazis were devoted. This led Cassirer to the conclusion that Nazi antisemitism was far more than a mere technique of domination or a means of distracting the masses but demanded ‘a life and death struggle which could only find its end in the complete extermination of the Jews’.64 Hence what we see in the Holocaust is, as Friedländer succinctly puts it, ‘the use of bureaucratic measures to enforce magical beliefs’.65 If much the same is true today – the radical right attacks immigrants, Muslims, Others of all varieties, thereby mistaking a symbol for the concrete – then saying so is not about using present-day problems to explain the past. Instead, it is the reverse: it is showing how the appeal of Nazism could lead to the commission of a crime that exceeds the cognition of the rational mind, even as we are ourselves sleepwalking into a twenty-first-century catastrophe.

Historians sometimes shy away from offering explanations, preferring to detail the mechanics of how something occurred. This is especially so when the explanations tend towards the psychoanalytical, or towards other factors which cannot easily be backed up empirically.66 But the need to try is not outweighed by the obvious truth that any explanation will only ever be partial, suggestive and a spur to further thinking. It is easy to feel bamboozled and overwhelmed in the face of the horror of the Holocaust, and no book can be the last word on the subject – as is of course true for all subjects. But in the case of the Holocaust, it is perhaps especially apt that history should be unfinished; the idea of endless questioning and an openness to new ideas operates as a logical counterweight to the desire for final solutions, last words and completion.
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