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E X P E R I E N C I N G  T H E  H O L O C A U S T  

 

When we think we know about an historical event -- the French Revolution, the Spanish 
Civil War, the Jim Crow decades in America -- generally what we know is a limited and 
miscellaneous set of facts, impressions, interpretations, and summaries we have gathered 
through many avenues -- monographs, novels, films, poetry, historical lectures in college. 
No one now living has had direct experience of the French Revolution. And even if we came 
across a time-traveling Parisian from the relevant dates, we would probably quickly learn 
that this person's perspective on the events he or she lived through is highly limited and 
perhaps even misleading. 

What do most American adults know about the Holocaust? Here are some core beliefs that 
most people could probably recite. It was a horrible crime. It was a deliberate program of 
extermination. Over six million Jewish men, women, and children were murdered. Other 
groups were also targeted, including Roma people, homosexuals, and Communists. It was 
the result of racist Nazi ideology. There were particular agents of this evil -- Hitler, Himmler, 
Göring, Hess, ... There were countless ordinary people across the face of Europe, in 
Germany and many other countries, who facilitated this evil -- the "banality of evil". There 
were some heroes who fought against the killing -- Wallenberg, Schindler, Bonhoeffer, Marc 
Bloch, the villagers of Le Chambron. There are noted tragic victims -- Anne Frank, 
Maximilian Kolbe. And the Allies could have done much more to disrupt the killing and to 
facilitate escape for the Jews of Europe. 

But notice how thin this body of beliefs is. It is barely thick enough to constitute 
"knowledge of the Holocaust". It is encapsulated in just a few sentences. If it has emotional 



content it is a hazy version of the emotions of pity and sorrow. Is this knowledge adequate 
to the realities it represents? When we repeat the words, "Never again!", do we know what 
we are saying? And how can a more full and satisfactory level of knowledge of this 
horrifying and defining event in the twentieth century be achieved? 

Here is one possible answer. There is a different way of gaining a more personal and 
nuanced understanding of the Holocaust -- an extended visit to Auschwitz and Birkenau 
(link). It is a museum, an historical site, a killing ground, a place where one and a half 
million people were systematically murdered.  A visit to the concentration camps is a very 
different avenue of knowledge -- knowledge through personal, empathic understanding of 
the vastness and horror of the crimes committed here. 

So, for example, one can see the photographs of individual prisoners, their life stories 
encapsulated by the date and place of their arrest and the date of their death in the gas 
chambers. One can read a very personal family tragedy in these photographs. 

 

There are mountains of human hair. There are piles of kitchen goods, shoe polish, clothing, 
combs, and other items of daily life, all carried through their final days of desperation and 
transit, all stolen from the dead. There are the drawings by child prisoners found on the 
walls of the barracks, depicting scenes of concentration camp life through the eyes of 
children. These children too mostly did not survive.  

http://auschwitz.org/en/


 

This drawing by a child depicts something the child must have seen -- the arrival of 
prisoners and their separation at the platform into those who would perform slave labor and 
those who would die immediately. 

So an intensive visit to Auschwitz is very powerful at the level of emotion and empathy. It 
makes the horror of the Holocaust both personal and particular. The visitor is led to 
imaginatively place himself or his loved ones on the platform, in the barracks, in the 
changing room. The Holocaust is no longer just a set of numbers and facts, but am 
invitation to vicarious empathic understanding -- and then a mental multiplication of that 
experience by a factor of millions.  

The museum and grounds of the death camps of Auschwitz-Birkenau receive over two 
million visitors a year, from dozens of countries. Some number of these visitors are perhaps 
unaffected by what they see. But surely large numbers of visitors are profoundly affected, 
and come to have a much more nuanced and personal understanding of what happened 
here. And surely this is a more important way of influencing our collective understanding of 
the Holocaust than any number of monographs. 



 

There is a practical consequence of this kind of more personal experience of an historical 
horror. This experience strongly pushes the person to consider how the currents of hate that 
led to this historical crime are present in the world today. It leads one to care in a more 
particular way about the Rohingya people today, or about the resurgence of white supremacy 
and anti-Semitism in the United States at Charlottesville. And it brings one to see the 
danger implicit in anti-Muslim bigotry in the United States and other countries today. 

In other words, we may speculate that the more particular experience of the Holocaust 
afforded by a meaningful visit to Auschwitz contributes to creating a different kind of 
twenty-first century citizen, one who has a deeper visceral appreciation of what these crimes 
of the Nazi period involved in human terms, and a better and deeper understanding of the 
enormity of this experience. Equally important, it helps to create a much more specific 
emotional experience of pity and sorrow that honors the humanity of these millions of 
human beings who were murdered during this period.  



P H I L O S O P H I C A L  I D E A S  A B O U T  
H I S T O R I C A L  E V I L  



E V I L  A N D  T H E  P H I L O S O P H Y  O F  H I S T O RY  

images: Two residents of Königsberg (now Kaliningrad)

Vast numbers of words have been written about the atrocities of the twentieth century -- 
about the Holocaust, about Stalin's war of starvation against Ukraine's peasants, about the 
Gulag, and about other periods of unimaginable and deliberate mass suffering throughout 
the century. First-person accounts, historians' narratives, sociologists' and psychologists' 
studies of perpetrators' behavior, novelists, filmmakers, and playwrights, exhibition 
curators ... all of these kinds of works are available to us as vehicles for understanding what 
happened, and -- perhaps -- why. So perhaps, we might agree with Zygmunt Bauman in an 
early stage of his development and judge that the job has been done: we know what we need 
to know about the terrible twentieth century. 

I do not agree with that view. I believe another perspective will be helpful -- even necessary 
-- if we are to encompass this century of horror into our understanding of our human past 



and be prepared for a better future. This is the perspective of the philosopher -- in particular, 
the philosopher of history. But why so? Why is it urgent for philosophy to confront the 
Holocaust? And what insight can philosophers bring to the rest of us about the particular 
evils that the twentieth century involved? 

Let's begin with the question, why does philosophy need to confront the Holocaust? Here 
there seem to be at least two important reasons. First, philosophy is almost always about 
rationality and the good. Philosophers want to know what conditions constitute a happy 
human life, a just state, and a harmonious society. And we usually work on assumptions 
that lead, eventually, back to the idea of human rationality and a degree of benevolence. 
Human beings are deliberative about their own lives and courses of action; they want to live 
in a harmonious society; they are capable of recognizing "fair" social arrangements and 
institutions, and have some degree of motivation to support such institutions. These 
assumptions attach especially strongly to philosophers such as Aristotle, Seneca, Locke, 
Rousseau, Kant, and Hegel; less strongly to Hobbes and Nietzsche; and perhaps not at all to 
Heidegger. But there is a strong and recurrent theme of rationality and benevolence that 
underlies much of the tradition of Western philosophy. The facts about the Holocaust -- or 
the Holodomor, or the Armenian genocide, or Rwanda -- do not conform to this assumption 
of rational human goodness. Rather, rationality and benevolence fall apart; instrumental 
rationality is divorced from a common attachment to the human good, and rational means 
are chosen to bring about suffering, enslavement, and death to millions of individual human 
beings. The Holocaust, then, forces philosophers to ask themselves: what is a human being, 
if groups of human beings are capable of such destruction and murder of their fellows? 

The two ideas highlighted here -- rationality and benevolence -- need some further 
explication. Philosophers are not economists; they do not and have not thought of 
rationality as purely a matter of instrumental cleverness in fitting means to achieving one's 
ends. Rather, much of our tradition of philosophy has a more substantive understanding of 
rationality: to be rational is, among other things, to recognize the reality of other human 
beings; to recognize the reality of their aspirations and vulnerabilities; and to have a degree 
of motivation to contribute to their thriving. Thomas Nagel describes this view of rationality 
in The Possibility of Altruism; but likewise, Amartya Sen embraces a conception of reason 
that includes sociality and a recognition of the reality of other human beings. 

Benevolence too requires comment. Benevolence -- or what Nagel refers to as altruism -- is a 
rational motivation that derives from a recognition of the reality of other people's life -- their 
life plans, their happiness and suffering, their fulfillment. To be benevolent is to have a 
degree of motivation to care about the lives of others, and to contribute to social 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0691020027/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0691020027&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=63fc26c7cc38934d425d81f37e120a8f


arrangements that serve everyone to some degree. As Kant puts the point in one version of 
the categorical imperative in Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, "treat others as 
ends, not merely as means". And the point of this principle is fundamental: rationality 
requires recognition of the fundamental reality of the lives, experiences, and fulfillment of 
others. Benevolence does not mean that one must become Alyosha in the Brothers Karamazov, 
selflessly devoted to the needs of others. But it does mean that the happiness and misery, 
life and death, of the other is important to oneself. Nagel puts the point very strongly: strict 
egoism is as irrational as solipsism. 

But here is the crucial point: the anti-Semitism of the Nazi period, the dehumanization of 
Jews, the deliberate and rational plan to exterminate the Jews from all of Europe, and the 
racism of European colonialism -- all of this is fundamentally incompatible with the idea 
that human beings are invariably and by their nature "rationally benevolent". Ordinary 
German policemen were indeed willing to kill Jews at the instruction of their superiors, and 
then enjoy the evening singing beer songs with their friends. Ordinary Jews in the Warsaw 
ghetto were prepared to serve as policemen, carrying out Nazi plans for Aktion against 
thousands of other residents of the ghetto. Ordinary Poles were willing to assault and kill 
their neighbors. Ordinary French citizens were willing to betray their Jewish neighbors. 
How can philosophy come to grips with these basic facts from the twentieth century? 

The second reason that philosophy needs to be ready to confront the facts of the twentieth 
century honestly is a bit more constructive. Perhaps philosophy has some of the resources 
needed to construct a better vision of the world for the future, that will make the ideal of a 
society of rationally benevolent citizens more feasible and stable. Perhaps, by once 
recognizing the terrible traps that Germans, Poles, Ukrainians, and Soviet citizens were led 
into, social and political philosophy can modestly contribution to a vision of a more stable 
future in which genocide, enslavement, and extermination are no longer possible. Perhaps 
there is a constructive role for political and social philosophy 2.0. 

And there is another side of this coin: perhaps the history of philosophy is itself 
interspersed with a philosophical anthropology that perpetuated racism and anti-Semitism -- 
and thereby contributed to the evils of the twentieth century. This is an argument made in 
detail by Michael Mack in German Idealism and the Jew: The Inner Anti-Semitism of 
Philosophy and German Jewish Responses, who finds that negative assumptions about Jews 
come into Kant's writings in a very deep way: Jews are "heteronomous", whereas ethical life 
requires "autonomy". These statements are anti-Semitic on their face, and Mack argues that 
they are not simply superficial prejudices of the age, but rather are premises that Kant is 
happy to argue for. Bernard Boxill makes similar claims about Kant's moral philosophy when 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0023078251/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0023078251&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=32fb89066f462b3cd4447e9968862c40
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0226500942/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0226500942&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=f9f7eca5f10e001872183a86c919fddb
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0226500942/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0226500942&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=f9f7eca5f10e001872183a86c919fddb
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0226500942/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0226500942&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=f9f7eca5f10e001872183a86c919fddb


it comes to racism. Boxill believes that Kant's deep philosophical assumptions within his 
philosophical anthropology lead him to a position that is committed to racial hierarchies 
among human beings ("Kantian Racism and Kantian Teleology”; link). These concerns show 
that philosophy needs to be self-critical; we need to ask about some of the sources of 
twentieth-century evil that are embedded in the tradition of philosophy itself. Slavery, 
racism, anti-Semitism, gender oppression, colonial rule, and violence against colonial 
subjects all seem to have cognates within the traditions of philosophy. (In an important 
article that warrants careful reading, Laurie Shrage raises important questions about the 
social context and content of American philosophy -- and the discipline's reluctance to 
engage in its social presuppositions; "Will Philosophers Study Their History, Or Become 
History?" (link). She writes, "By understanding the history of our field as a social and 
cultural phenomenon, and not as a set of ideas that transcend their human contexts, we will 
be in a better position to set a future course for our discipline"(125).) 

There is a yet another reason why philosophy needs to engage seriously with evil in the 
twentieth century: philosophy is meant to matter in human life. The hope for philosophy, 
offered by Socrates and Seneca, Hume and Kant, is that the explorations of philosophers can 
contribute to better lives and greater human fulfillment. But this suggests that philosophy 
has a duty to engage with the most difficult challenges in human life, throughout history, 
and to do so in ways that help to clarify and enhance human values. The evils of the 
twentieth century create an enormous problem of understanding for every thoughtful 
person. This is not primarily a theological challenge -- "How could a benevolent deity permit 
such atrocities?" -- but rather a philosophical challenge -- "How can we as full human beings, 
with our moral and imaginative capacities, confront these evils honestly, and have hope for 
the future?". If philosophy cannot contribute to answering this question, then perhaps it is 
no longer needed. (This is the subtext of Shrage's concerns in the article mentioned above.) 

I'd like to position this question within the philosophy of history. The Holocaust and the 
Holodomor are events of history, after all, and history seeks to understand the past. And our 
understanding of history is also our understanding of our own humanity. But if this 
question belongs there, it suggests a rather different view of the philosophy of history than 
either analytic or hermeneutic philosophers have generally taken. Analytic philosophers -- 
myself included -- have generally approached the topic of the philosophy of history from an 
epistemological point of view: what can we know about the past, and how? And 
hermeneutic philosophers (as well as speculative and theological philosophers) have offered 
large theories of "history" ("Does history have meaning?" "Does history have direction?") 
that have little to do with the concrete understandings that we need to gain from specific 
historical investigations. So the philosophy of history that considers the conundrum of the 

https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190236953.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780190236953-e-46
http://10.0.22.208/radphilrev200811215


Holocaust and the pervasive footprint of evil in the twentieth century will need to be one 
that incorporates the best thinking by gifted historians, as well as reflective deliberation 
about circumstances of the human condition that made these horrible historical outcomes 
possible. It must join philosophy and history. But it is possible, I hope, that philosophers 
can help to formulate new questions and new perspectives on the great evils of the 
twentieth century, and assist global society in moving towards a more harmonious and 
morally acceptable world. 

One additional point is relevant here: the pernicious role that all-encompassing ideologies 
have played in the previous century. And, regrettably, philosophy often gives rise to such 
ideologies. Both Stalinism and Nazism were driven by totalizing ideologies, subordinating 
ordinary human beings for "the attainment of true socialism" or "Lebensraum and racial 
purity". And these ideologies succeeded in bringing along vast numbers of followers, leading 
to political ascendancy of totalitarian parties and leaders. The odious slogan, "You can't make 
an omelette without breaking eggs", led to horrific sacrifices in the Soviet Empire and in 
China; and the willingness to subordinate the whole population to the will of the Leader led 
to the evils of the Nazi regime. Whatever philosophy can usefully contribute in the coming 
century, it cannot be a totalizing theory of "the perfect society". It must involve a 
fundamental commitment to the moral importance and equality of all human beings and to 
democracy in collective decision-making. A decent human future can only be made 
piecemeal, not according to a comprehensive blueprint. The future must be made by 
ordinary human beings, not ideologues, revolutionaries, or philosophers.  



D O  N O R M S  A N D  M O R A L  AT T I T U D E S  C H A N G E  OV E R  
G E N E R AT I O N S ?  

 

Moral philosophers have often written of ethical obligations, principles, and theories as if 
they were timeless and unchanging. Kant, for example, argued that moral obligations follow 
from the structure of rationality itself. The utilitarians -- Bentham, Mill, Sidgwick -- held 
that moral obligations are defined by the principle of maximizing happiness -- whether in 
the time of Socrates or Neo (the protagonist in the Matrix). 

But really -- it is entirely unbelievable to imagine that philosophy and pure reason can 
discover an apriori, timeless system of moral truths. Values and norms are created by human 
beings living in concrete social circumstances. Rather, moral philosophy should be 
understood as a dialogue with the moral culture of a time and place, rather than an attempt 
to discover moral certainties valid beyond human experience. Seen in this way, the 
"reflective equilibrium" approach to moral epistemology advocated by John Rawls is the 
most plausible way of understanding the epistemic status of moral principles. This is a 
coherentist rather than a foundationalist epistemology, involving a back-and-forth 
adjustment of specific judgments and more general principles until a reasonable level of 
consistency is achieved. (Here is an earlier discussion of these ideas about moral reasoning; 
link.) And if human beings' considered judgments change over time -- if tormenting animals 
for entertainment is accepted in 1600 but largely rejected in 1900 -- then the moral theory 
that corresponds to this system of judgments and principles will be different as well.  

Organized religions have advocated for fairly specific "codes of conduct" for practitioners 
(followers, or even all human beings). Religious codes of conduct are usually based on 
authority rather than philosophical argument -- authority of the Koran or the Bible, 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/08/moral-progress-and-critical-realism.html


authority of the founders, or authority of specialists who speak for the divine beings. But 
assuming a naturalistic view of the world, it is clear that the religious codes of a time are 
somehow an expression of the ambient moral attitudes of the time, perhaps with 
innovations introduced by charismatic teachers and leaders. Religious moral prescriptions 
rest upon the practical sets of social and interpersonal norms that exist in the communities 
in which these groups and bodies of doctrine emerged. 

There is also an evolutionary question to be posed. What is it about the evolutionary history 
of primates and human beings that has led to the evolution of a central nervous system that 
is capable of normative behavior? Is there an evolutionary dimension to the moral emotions 
(or the underlying cognitive capacities that permit the embodiment of moral emotions)? Is 
an inclination to fairness or kindness "in our genes" in some way? This is a question that 
philosophers and psychologists have undertaken to investigate. Allan Gibbard's analysis in 
Wise Choices, Apt Feelings is especially nuanced, and serves well as a rebuttal to crude 
forms of sociobiology (the idea that human behavioral characteristics are hard-wired as a 
result of our evolutionary history). (I discuss these issues in a 2010 post on the moral 
sentiments (link).) Significantly, Gibbard's view leaves a great deal of room for "plasticity" in 
the moral emotions and the normative systems that are embodied in concrete social 
traditions and groups. So biology does not entail a particular moral system. 

All of this means that we need to consider the question of "moral thinking and choice" in a 
historically and empirically specific way. We need to investigate the moral psychology or 
culture of moral attitudes that exist at a time and place. Plainly human beings do in fact 
have a capacity to act normatively -- to make choices based on their moral emotions, moral 
perceptions, and moral reasons with regard to a situation. What are the particulars of this 
embodied set of psychologically real perceptions, motivations, and actions? What are the 
specifics of the normative "grammar" of a particular time and place? How do individual 
human beings acquire the moral competence that guides the moral perceptions and choices 
he or she is inclined to make in particular human circumstances? And how do these 
embodied complexes of moral competence change over time? 

Two questions are evident when we reach this point. First, how is the moral psychology of a 
particular epoch created? What features of history, circumstance, and culture led to "village 
mentality" of medieval France? For example, what are the important influences that lead 
individuals in a time and place to pity animals, favor telling the truth, and want to take care 
of their children? And how much variation is there within a given cultural community, at a 
given time, in both the content and intensity of these features of moral psychology? 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0198249845/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0198249845&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=7cace5ac274e6dc7d37199e158ba985e
https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2010/03/moral-sentiments.html


The second question is even more important. Are there processes through which the moral 
psychology of a time, the moral consensus, changes and -- perhaps -- improves? Is there a 
moment between generations when "sympathy for one's kin" becomes more generalized and 
becomes "sympathy for one's neighbors", and eventually "sympathy for distant human 
beings"? Is it possible for a human population to "bootstrap" its way to a more benevolent 
and just way of living, through gradual change in the moral attitudes of individuals? 

As a thought experiment, we might imagine a survey of practical moral questions that could 
be used to map the moral consciousness of human populations at various times and places 
-- a survey of all of humanity, extending from Homeric peasants to men and women in India, 
China, Europe, Africa, and the Americas, over a 3,000-year period of time. (Think of it as an 
episode of The Good Place, but drawn from a long historical stretch of time. Lots of funding 
will be needed for the time-travel part of the research.) Here is a sample set of questions 
that might serve as a diagnostic tool for probing a moral worldview in a historical setting: 

1. Is it permissible to torment animals for entertainment? 

2. Is it permissible to enslave prisoners of war? 

3. Is it right to kill prisoners of war? 

4. Is it permissible to beat one's children? 

5. Is it permissible to beat one's spouse? 

6. Is it permissible to beat one's neighbor when one is annoyed by his behavior? 

7. Do I have a reason to pay attention to the wellbeing of my neighbor's children? 

8. Do I have a reason to pay attention to the wellbeing of distant and unknown children? 

9. Is it permissible to send one's parents away to deprivation when they become old? 

10. Is it permissible to lie to one's siblings about their inheritance? 

11. Is it permissible to lie to an unknown customer about the defects in a used car (or old 
horse)? 

12. Is it permissible to steal one's neighbors' sheep? 

13. Is it permissible to steal the sheep of people from a distant village? 

14. Is it permissible to tell lies about the practices of people from other groups? 



15. Do I have a duty to intervene when another person is behaving violently and immorally? 

16. Is it permissible and respectable to behave entirely self-interestedly? 

17. Do the powerful have a right of sexual coercion over less powerful individuals in their 
domain? 

18. Should one be generous to the poor? 

19. Should one be kind to strangers? 

20. Should one tolerate the non-conformity of one's fellow villagers? 

21. Is it important to act rightly, even when no one is in a position to observe? 

22. Is it permissible to make fun of the gods in the privacy of one's home? 

23. Is it permissible for an official to accept remunerations in order to provide a service? 

24. Is it permissible for landlords to collect rents from tenants during a time of severe 
consumption crisis? 

25. Is it permissible for the priests to live in luxury while ordinary people struggle for 
existence? 

Of course this is just a thought experiment, though historians and anthropologists may be 
able to make some provisional guesses about how different social groups would have 
answered these questions. And even in the narrow cross-section of cultures that are alive 
and well in different places in the world today, it would seem likely that there are important 
differences across communities in the answers that are given to these questions. 

Another way of probing the moral worlds of people in other cultures and times is through 
literature. Literature almost always revolves around the actions and motives of individuals 
in social groups -- friendships, families, villages, armies, social classes, or nations. And often 
the drama of a novel or play derives from the author's efforts at probing the reasoning and 
motivations of the various protagonists. So we might speculate that it is possible to 
triangulate to a "Shakespearean" ethical code, a "Tolstoyan" ethical code, or a "Flaubertian" 
ethical code -- working backwards from the bad behavior of some of the actors and the 
admired behavior of others. Martha Nussbaum often emphasizes the moral insights made 
possible through literature (e.g., Love's Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature). 
This too would be a very interesting exercise: what is the ordinary, day-to-day code of moral 
behavior that is presupposed in War and Peace? 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0195074858/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0195074858&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=c4737ee85610f297938a50cc4a5ac689


All of this suggests a fairly high degree of plasticity in the moral frameworks and mentalities 
of people in different traditions and cultures. 

But now, the crucial question: what kinds of effort and what kinds of lived experience might 
have the effect of improving the moral culture of a civilization in the making? Is it possible 
for humanity to become morally better over time? Can human communities learn from their 
mistakes?  

There seem to be at least two levers that might allow for moral learning. The first is an 
extension of empathy and compassion beyond its current borders. The moral intuitions of a 
community may change when individuals are brought to recognize in greater fullness the 
lived experience and capacities for happiness and suffering in other human beings; 
individuals may broaden their compassion for more distant strangers. And the second is the 
moral experience of fairness and cooperation as a crucial element of social life. No one wants 
to be treated unfairly; everyone wants a level of reciprocity from others. And social relations 
work best when there is a reasonably high level of confidence in the fairness of the 
institutions and behavior that prevails. Is slavery morally unacceptable? We might hope that 
a culture comes to see the misery and pain of the enslaved, and the fundamental unfairness 
of the master-slave relationship. "If our positions were reversed, I would fundamentally 
reject being enslaved; this gives me a reason to reject this system even when it advantages 
me." This is the perspective of reciprocity (link). 

This is the conclusion I wanted to reach in connection with the atrocities of the twentieth 
century: the possibility that a deepening of our culture's understanding of the wrongs that 
occurred, the human suffering that was created, and the steps of social and political change 
that led to these outcomes, can lead as well to a meaningful change in our moral culture and 
behavior. By recognizing more fully the horror of the shooting pits, perhaps our political 
morality will change for the better, and we will have a heightened practical and moral 
resistance to the politicians and movements that led to murderous totalitarian dictatorships. 

(Moral Psychology, The Evolution of Morality: Adaptations and Innateness, Vol. 1, edited by 
Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, provides extensive and stimulating discussions of naturalism as 
a setting for understanding human moral reasoning and action. Richmond Campbell's article 
on Moral Epistemology in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy is an excellent review of the 
question of the status of moral beliefs; link.) 
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E P O C H S  A N D  T H E  S O C I A L  A C T O R  

 

It was suggested in an earlier post that important aspects of an individual's mental furniture 
are influenced by the concrete historical and social circumstances in which he or she is 
raised (link). Let's try to get a little more specific about this idea. How does historical 
context influence the behavior of the individuals who come to adulthood during its scope? 

There are several kinds of practical cognitive features that seem to be historically 
conditioned. By "practical cognition" I mean the processes through which actors 
conceptualize their social environments, make sense of the activities going on around them, 
process their own desires and goals, and set out with a plan or strategy of action. 

I can think of at least four largely independent features of social and practical cognition that 
seem to be importantly dependent on the social and historical context in which the 
individual develops from childhood to adulthood: social frameworks of interpretation; social 
norms; practices and habits; and enduring features of character. Let's look at each of these in 
turn. 

Framework of assumptions about the social world. We generally apprehend the social interactions 
that take place around us through stylized interpretive frameworks or models that we apply 
to the encounters we observe.  This seems to be particularly true when it comes to 
interpreting social interactions that involve power, gender, race, or ethnic identities. An 
observed social interaction between several actors does not bear its meaning on its sleeve; it 
is necessary for observers to tell themselves some kind of story about what the actions and 
interactions mean. And often enough those stories are couched in terms of a variety of 
stereotypes based on a small number of cues in the interaction. 

http://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2013/01/character-and-historical-experience.html


Social norms of behavior. When individuals consider their routine choices in ordinary life, they 
are influenced by a range of norms and values that guide and constrain their actions. 

Practices and habits. A key insight from pragmatist theory of action is the observation that 
much action is not deliberative and reasoned, but is rather the result of the application of 
one or more pertinent practices and habits. When a professor is challenged about a grade on 
a paper, he or she often slips into a routine set of answers. When a prosecutor approaches a 
defense witness he or she has a stock set of tactics and techniques for undermining the 
credibility of the witness. And when a politician faces a heckler, he or she likewise turns to 
familiar responses that have been fine-tuned in other similar circumstances. 

Enduring features of character and personality.  One person is decisive, while another vacillates. 
One person has courage, while another is blocked by fear. One person has a strong sense of 
loyalty, while another is willing to jettison relationships when interests shift. In each case, 
the features of behavior and action that are described here seem to derive from enduring 
features of the individual's mental world, not simply opportunistic adjustments to 
circumstances. Decisiveness, loyalty, and courage are virtues of character that some people 
possess in great measure and others do not. 

Two things seem evident as we work our way through this list. 

First, it is logical to infer that differences across these dimensions of practical cognition 
results in differences in behavior. The individual who perceives the social world in terms of 
gender or racial inferiority will behave differently from the person whose basic framework 
highlights human equality. People who have internalized the norm, "treat people fairly," will 
act differently in an industrial strike than those who have not internalized this norm. The 
person who has internalized a set of practices that involve quick tit-for-tat response to 
perceived affront will behave differently from one whose practices and habits involve 
forbearance. And a person whose character includes a strong dose of decisiveness is likely to 
behave differently in a crisis from one who has difficulty deciding about what tie to wear in 
the morning. 

Second, each of these features of social cognitive seem to be strongly shaped by the social 
experiences and social epistemology of the period. The assumptions we make about other 
people -- the social frameworks we use for making sense of the world -- are clearly learned 
through social experiences in our early years. A person immersed in an anti-Semitic or 
homophobic culture is likely enough to have fairly specific stereotypes in mind 
(frameworks) when trying to understand developments in the world he or she encounters. 
This is true for the social norms that we have internalized as well. The habits of interaction 



and response that we currently possess are surely the learned consequences of the 
interactions we have had with other people in the past, in a range of circumstances. And the 
habits of courage, truthfulness, and loyalty that we have embodied in our system of action 
and thought are likewise the learned consequences of important experiences in our early 
years. 

These points highlight the importance of the individual's experiences in childhood and 
adolescence in a variety of contexts: family, school, neighborhood, juvenile detention center, 
literature, television, or church or mosque. But history comes into this story at this point: 
there are some events that are sufficiently dramatic and pervasive that we can make a case 
for holding that they have a seismic influence on the processes of socialization through 
which the actor takes shape. Sometimes history presents its generation with a single 
decisive blast -- Hiroshima or September 11. And sometimes the historical factor is 
prolonged and extended -- the deprivations of the Great Leap Forward for rural Chinese 
people, the terror created in Cambodia by the Khmer Rouge. And in each type of case, it 
seems credible that the mentality of the people of an epoch are influenced by these historical 
events and circumstances in very fundamental ways -- ways that give them distinctive 
modes of action and reaction. 

Take the experience of coming to maturity in the Jim Crow South, as either a white man or a 
black woman. The Jim Crow South embodied a very specific set of ideas and norms about 
race and gender that were enforced, often with violence, when they were violated. Jim Crow 
society offered men and women, black and white, a bundle of modes of behavior for how to 
act in stylized circumstances. These are practices and habits. And surely some very 
distinctive features of personality and character emerged from the Jim Crow South as well, 
in both black and white southerners, and both women and men in the region. 

So it seems reasonable to suggest that historical settings do have the power to affect the 
nature of social agency within their scope. Epochs create and shape actors within them. 



T H E  “ C O M PA R A B I L I T Y ”  D E B AT E  

 

The question of how to understand the Holocaust has troubled historians since the first 
knowledge of the war of extermination against the Jews of Europe became widespread in the 
1940s. Is the Holocaust unique in human history? Can the crimes of the Holocaust be 
compared to other periods of genocide in the twentieth century? Is there a connection 
between Hitler's war on the Jews and German character, German colonialism, or German 
philosophy? 

The most recent iteration of the debate is taking place through a spate of articles, books, and 
internet contributions by talented scholars like Neil Gregor, Michael Rothberg, Jurgen 
Zimmerer, Achille Mbembe, Dirk Moses, and others, and the debate has been intense. A. 
Dirk Moses, author of The Problems of Genocide, frames the debate in a contribution to 
Geschichte der gegenwert (History of the present; link) that has stimulated a series of excellent 
responses in the New Fascism Syllabus (link). Moses' article is short and polemical, 
provocatively titled "The German Catechism" (link). Moses believes that the politics of the 
Federal Republic of Germany over the past several decades have led to a dogmatic and 
limiting set of assumptions about how scholars and the public should understand and 
remember the Holocaust. And he believes this set of strictures makes it difficult to bring 
forward the facts of genocide and atrocity that were part of the European colonial practice in 
Africa and other parts of the world. Moses puts his view in these terms: 

For many, the memory of the Holocaust as a break with civilization is the moral foundation of 
the Federal Republic. To compare it with other genocides is therefore considered a heresy, an 
apostasy from the right faith. It is time to abandon this catechism. (link) 

Moses describes the debate as revolving around a "catechism" of beliefs about the Holocaust 
which, according to some, should never be questioned: 

1. The Holocaust is unique in that it involves the unrestricted annihilation of Jews for the 
sake of their annihilation.In contrast to the pragmatic and limited goals for which other 
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genocides were undertaken, a state here tried for the first time in history to wipe out a 
people solely for ideological reasons. 

2. Since it destroyed interpersonal solidarity in an unprecedented manner, the memory of 
the Holocaust as a breach of civilization forms the moral foundation of the German 
nation, often even of European civilization. 

3. Germany bears a special responsibility for the Jews in Germany and is obliged to show 
particular loyalty to Israel: "Israel's security is part of the raison d'être of our country." 

4. Anti-Semitism is a prejudice and ideologem sui generis and it was a specifically 
German phenomenon. It should not be confused with racism. 

5. Anti-Zionism is anti-Semitism. (link) 

The discussion of Moses' polemical piece has alternated between general support for Moses' 
ideas in broad strokes and criticisms of the sharper edges of his piece. On the "support" side 
is a very thoughtful piece by Neil Gregor (link), including this general remark about the 
importance of understanding the Holocaust in a broader historical context: "For a long time, 
the history of National Socialism has made much greater sense to me when understood as 
European history as well as German history, and I have always thought it important to 
locate it within wider histories of European colonialism and racial science, to read its 
ideological drives within the contexts of more generic nationalism, militarism and anti-
democratic thought, and to see it as having been incubated by powerful tendencies in not 
just German, but European histories from the nineteenth century onwards." Gregor also 
offers a series of thoughtful hesitations about Moses' article, mostly having to do with its 
categorical and polemical tone. 

The heart of the debate has to do with the status of the Holocaust in world history. Is the 
Shoah historically unique and incomparable to other terrible events? Does it represent a 
"civilizational break"? Do historians diminish the moral importance of the Holocaust by 
discussing it in the context of broader historical circumstances and actions in Europe and 
the world? Is a concern for colonial violence and European racism in Africa, Palestine, or 
other parts of the colonized world a tacit diminishment of the importance of the Holocaust? 
Is it possible -- as historians do in the nature of their work -- to analyze the Holocaust in a 
comparative mode, considering regimes of killings in other parts of the world as well? 

A very basic thread of this debate is the relationship between the crimes of the Holocaust by 
the Nazi regime and the crimes of colonial powers in Africa, Asia, and the Americas. From 
outside the debate -- and outside Germany -- it seems clear that it is necessary to be able to 
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consider the historical causes of multiple human catastrophes -- as Timothy Snyder does in 
treating the Holocaust and the Holodomor in the same book (Bloodlands: Europe Between 
Hitler and Stalin). This effort at placing large events in a historical context and considering 
their dynamics in comparison to other historical processes is at the heart of the historian's 
craft. This does not imply one evil is the same as another; it simply reflects a very ordinary 
moral conviction that it is crucial to honestly recognize the crimes of the past, whoever the 
perpetrators and whoever the victims. 

The fifth item in the catechism is especially politically charged in the context of today's 
geopolitical realities. It implies that criticisms of the military and governmental policies of 
the state of Israel are inherently anti-Semitic. And yet this position is plainly fundamentally 
unacceptable from a moral point of view. It is evident that scholars and citizens alike must 
be free to express their disapproval and alarm about official actions of the government of 
Israel in its treatment of Palestinians in Gaza, the occupied territories, and Israel itself. The 
equation of criticisms of state policies by Israel with anti-Semitism connects directly with 
international disagreements about the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions movement (BDS), as 
well as efforts in Germany and the United States to limit support for BDS. Again, whatever 
the justice of the demands associated with BDS, it seems evident on its face that a liberal 
state cannot enact legislation prohibiting support for the BDS movement. 

A recent eruption in the controversy about memory and the Holocaust is a debate that arose 
in Germany in 2020 concerning the writings of Achille Mbembe (link). Mbembe is a noted 
Cameroonian scholar on post-colonial history, with a long record of highly-regarded 
scholarship. He has been an outspoken critic of Israel's occupation of Palestine. "The 
occupation of Palestine is the biggest moral scandal of our times, one of the most 
dehumanizing ordeals of the century we have just entered, and the biggest act of cowardice 
of the last half-century" (foreword to Apartheid Israel: The Politics of an Analogy). He has 
expressed support for the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions movement (BDS) as a response to 
policies and military / police actions of the state of Israel against Palestinian citizens. The 
controversy was taken up officially in Germany by Felix Klein, the first Commissioner for 
Jewish Life in Germany and the Fight against Anti-Semitism. Mbembe was accused of anti-
Semitism for his position on BDS, and he was accused of relativizing the Holocaust, 
apparently because of his use of the concept of apartheid in application to Israel. Mbembe 
has vigorously denied the charge of anti-Semitism at all levels. 

One of the historians whose work has been at the center of the debate about comparability 
is Michael Rothberg. His Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age 
of Decolonization makes the effort to draw own the relationships that exist at multiple 
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levels -- structural and moral -- between the extermination campaign against Europe's 
Jewish population and the systematic violence and murder that occurred through colonial 
governance in Africa and elsewhere. The idea of the "multidirectionality" of memory plays a 
key role in his treatment; instead of comparison, we are invited to consider a range of facts 
and causes of the evils of genocide, slavery, and mass violence. Here is how he formulates 
the basic issue in Multidirectional Memory (discussing Walter Benn Michaels' treatment of the 
parallel facts of US slavery and the Holocaust): 

In this passage Michaels takes up one of the most agonizing problems of contemporary 
multicultural societies: how to think about the relationship between different social groups’ 
histories of victimization. This problem, as Michaels recognizes, also fundamentally 
concerns collective memory, the relationship that such groups establish between their past 
and their present circumstances. A series of questions central to this book emerges at this 
point: What happens when different histories confront each other in the public sphere? 
Does the remembrance of one history erase others from view? When memories of slavery 
and colonialism bump up against memories of the Holocaust in contemporary multicultural 
societies, must a competition of victims ensue? (kl 154) 

Rothberg is a participant is the current debate about historical memory, and his 
interpretation of the Mbembe affair is especially helpful for readers trying to understand the 
terms of the debate (link). Here is Rothberg's summary of the circumstances of the affair in 
Germany: 

Mbembe, one of the world’s most prominent theorists of race, colonialism, violence, and 
human possibility, was slated to speak in August 2020 at a cultural festival in Germany, the 
Ruhr Triennial. A regional politician, Lorenz Deutsch, decided to try and block Mbembe’s 
appearance by issuing an open letter that presented a handful of citations from Mbembe’s work 
mentioning the Holocaust, apartheid, and the Israeli occupation of Palestine. On the basis of 
these short and decontextualized excerpts, Deutsch accused Mbembe of “anti-Semitic ‘Israel 
critique,’ Holocaust relativization, and extremist disinformation.” Deutsch’s interpretation of 
Mbembe’s work—which I consider tendentious, partial, and misleading—was taken up and 
affirmed by a more prominent voice, that of Felix Klein, the German Commissioner for Jewish 
Life in Germany and for the Fight against Antisemitism. Although the Ruhr Triennial was 
canceled because of the coronavirus, Deutsch and Klein nevertheless wanted its director 
censured and Mbembe disinvited because the latter had allegedly profaned the Holocaust, 
demonized Israel, and offered support to BDS (Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions). BDS, a 
non-violent campaign that calls for the end of the occupation, the return of refugees, and equal 
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rights for Palestinians, was deemed intrinsically antisemitic in a controversial 2019 
Bundestag declaration, despite protests by intellectuals and activists, including many Jewish 
ones. Mbembe stated that he was not a member of the BDS movement, but even a tangential 
association with BDS has proven enough to tarnish reputations in contemporary Germany—
as the director of the Jewish Museum Berlin, Peter Schäfer, also learned last year. (link) 

Rothberg suggests that we would be well advised to reconceive the issues by recognizing 
that comparison is not the most fundamental issue; instead, the subtext of both historians' 
debates has to do with responsibility and the denial of responsibility. 

The juxtaposition of Historikerstreit versions 1.0 and 2.0—as well as the wide-ranging 
discussions about Holocaust memory, colonialism, slavery, and Israel/Palestine that continue 
in Germany and elsewhere—clarifies the need to link memory to solidarity and historical 
responsibility: that is, to the ethical and political commitments that subtend public forms of 
remembrance. Beyond comparison lies the implication of the intellectuals who debate 
comparisons in the histories they dispute. In the simplest terms, we can say that the original 
Historikerstreit involved a clash among Germans over Germany’s particular responsibility for 
the Holocaust. In the new discussions, the participants are not all Germans and the histories at 
stake are more than European. Far from diluting the participants’ implication in historical and 
contemporary injustices, however, this enlargement of the field of comparison sharpens the 
question of responsibility. The new Historikerstreit is not a controversy only for Germans and 
Europeans, but it is not one they can evade either. 

Dirk Moses offers a very extensive reply, rebuttal, and reinforcement of his views in a 
concluding post in the series (link). There is a great deal of developed argumentation in his 
closing article, and it is worth reading carefully. However, it doesn't become less polemical. 
If anything, Moses raises the stakes in his polemics, making German white supremacy the 
key to the German catechism that he attacks. But as numerous contributors to the debate 
have already shown, the motivations and moral positions of the scholars and thinkers whose 
work led to what Moses describes as "the catechism" were anything but reactionary and 
racist. 

Plainly these debates are complicated and intertwined with academic, political, and 
emotional allegiances. Johannes von Moltke's contribution to the New Fascism colloquium is 
an especially thoughtful effort to disentangle the many threads of the debate (link). Here is 
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a very concise statement of Moltke's position from the end of his article in the New Fascism 
colloquium: 

However, especially in view of the analogy that Moses admittedly furnished by his choice of 
imagery, it is worth noting that the parallels end right there. For where Moses critiques the 
catechism in the name of greater differentiation, where Rothberg and Zimmerer call for more 
multidirectionality and comparison, the far-right advocates for its outright abolition as the 
only way to free the Germans from the burden of guilt. To them, the problem lies, neither in the 
singularity thesis nor in the ritualization of Holocaust memory per se, but in their 
“psychological and political effects on the German Volk.” The purpose of critique, 
consequently, is not inclusiveness, recognition, or solidarity across multiple identity groups but 
ethnonationalist retrenchment. Agreeing at first blush with the thesis of a catechism that rules 
Germans lives, Sellner winds his way to conclusions diametrically opposed to both the letter 
and the spirit of Moses’s intervention. If for the former the catechism demands to be countered 
by “inclusive thinking,” the latter sees it only in terms of its “inescapable consequences”: “the 
exchange of the population through replacement migration as well as the routine, targeted 
traumatization of indigenous youth.” By which he presumably means “bio-Germans.” Moses, 
Rothberg, and Zimmerer want a different culture of memory; Sieferle and Sellner want none. 

The contributions to the extended series in New Fascism Syllabus are deep and provocative. 
The series is an important contribution to the large topic of how to make sense of the 
atrocities of the twentieth century, and a collection of the articles would make an excellent 
short book. These contributions by leading scholars of genocide and the Holocaust provide a 
great deal of insight into the difficult question of how to confront evil in history.  



I S S U E S  O F  E T H I C S  I N  P H I L O S O P H Y  O F  H I S T O RY  

 
Most writings in the philosophy of history have focused on issues of epistemology, method, 
and explanation. But our history as human beings is thoroughly invested with moral 
significance, and the philosophy of history needs to reflect on the moral issues raised by 
historical experience. Historians themselves have moral responsibilities; but perhaps more 
compellingly, all of us have responsibilities as participants in history to honestly confront 
our own pasts and the historical events that have influenced us, and acknowledge the often 
morally repugnant circumstances that this honesty will reveal. 

The professional responsibilities of historians have occupied much of the discussion of 
history and ethics within philosophy in the past few years. Here is Brian Fay’s description of 
the topic in the special issue of History and Theory devoted to these concerns (Fay 2004): 

In proposing the topic for this Theme Issue the editors of History and Theory wished to revisit 
afresh a question that has periodically been urgent to those who think and care about the 
discipline of history, namely, the relationship between historians, the practice of history, and 
questions of ethics. Put succinctly: do historians as historians have an ethical responsibility, 
and if so to whom? Are there ethical commitments that historians have whether they like it or 
not? Are there ways that historians can either insulate themselves from ethical commitments 
(insofar as these commitments infect historical research and render it unable to function as it 
should), or re-conceive these commitments so as to practice history better and to understand 
the nature of their endeavor more accurately? 

The special issue is worth reading as a whole; each article adds something to the question, 
in what ways does the practice of history create obligations or responsibilities for the 
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historian? Perhaps the most striking and original of the contributions to the History and 
Theory volume is the contribution by Andrus Pork, "History, Lying, and Moral Responsibility" 
(link). Pork's perspective is especially interesting because he was Estonian and intimately 
familiar with Soviet lies. Pork opens his essay in a very striking way: 

Scholars' moral responsibility for truth, for the objective content of the results of their 
investigations, is a somewhat neglected problem in Western English-speaking critical 
philosophy of history. Nor has this problem found much theoretical attention in Soviet 
philosophy of history. At the same time the process of reassessing and rewriting Soviet history 
in the light of glasnost has helped to reveal the magnitude of distortions, lies, and half-truths 
in Soviet historiography over a number of years. The process of rediscovering what actually 
happened in the past has made history (at least for the time being) a very fashionable subject 
in Soviet intellectual life, and has also raised painful moral questions for many older historians 
who now face tough moral accusations by their colleagues, the general public, and perhaps by 
their own conscience. (321) 

Crucial to Pork's moral framework is his conviction that historians must accept the idea that 
there are "approximately true representations" of events and circumstances in the past. He 
acknowledges that an account is never complete, it is always selective, but it may also be 
false; and it is the historian's job to try to ensure that the statements and descriptions that 
he or she brings forward are approximately true and are appropriately supported by relevant 
evidence. Fundamentally, Pork defends a commonsense conception of historical truth: " I 
think that it is morally wrong to suggest that it is never possible to show objectively that 
some historical accounts are closer to truth than others" (326). Pork's central concern in this 
short essay is the topic of lying about the past. Pork distinguishes between "direct 
lies" (falsification of facts about the past) and "blank pages" (deliberate omission of 
important details in a historical account), and suggests that the latter are the more insidious 
for the field of historical representation. He refers, for example, to Soviet historiography 
about Soviet behavior in the 1930s: "Many other important historical facts that now surface 
(like the stories about massacres of thousands of people in 1937 and in the following years 
near Minsk in Byelorussia) were simply absent from history books of that [Stalinist] period." 
Pork offers a more detailed and extensive example of Stalinist historiography based on the 
annexation of Estonia to the USSR in 1940. Stalinist histories that refer to this case use a 
combination of direct lies and "blank pages" to completely misrepresent and obscure the 
facts of Soviet coercion of Estonia. For example: "The existence of the secret protocol to the 
Molotov-Ribbentrop treaty was usually not explicitly denied; rather it was simply not 
mentioned" (325).  
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So it is a moral responsibility of the historian to refrain from omitting salient facts from her 
account. We might take this point a bit further and argue that historians have a positive 
obligation to deliberately and actively seek out those aspects of the past for research that are 
the most morally troublesome—for example, the origins and experience of slavery during 
the eighteenth century in the American South, or the role of the Gulag in the Soviet Union 
in the twentieth century. We may reasonably fault the historian of the American South in 
the nineteenth century who confines her investigation to the economics of the cotton sector 
but ignores slavery, or the historian of the USSR who studies the institutions of engineering 
research in the 1950s while ignoring the fact of forced labor camps. Historians have an 
obligation to squarely confront the hard truths of their subject matter. There are many ways 
to twist the truth, and leaving out crucial parts of the story is as much of a deception as 
misrepresenting the facts directly. This is what Pork refers to as “blank page” deception. 
"For example, if the important fact of who started the war is omitted from the historical 
account, but detailed descriptions of some particular battles are given (as is the case with 
many Soviet accounts of the 1939-1940 Soviet-Finnish war), then we clearly have a morally 
blameworthy selection of facts" (328). 

The thread of honesty and truthfulness runs through all of these ethical issues. Tony Judt 
(1992) argues that a people or nation at a point in time have a collective responsibility to 
face the facts of its own history honestly and without mythology. Judt's points can be 
distilled into a few key ideas. Knowledge of the past matters in the present; being truthful 
about the past is a key responsibility for all of us. Standing in the way of honest recognition 
is the fact that oppressors and tyrants are invariably interested in concealing their 
culpability, while “innocent citizens” are likewise inclined to minimize their own 
involvement in the crimes of their governments. The result is "myth-making", according to 
Judt. The history of the twentieth century has shown itself to be especially prone to myth-
making, whether about resistance to Nazi occupation or refusal to collaborate with Soviet-
installed regimes in Poland or Czechoslovakia. Judt (1992) argues that a very pervasive 
process of myth-making and forgetting has been a deep part of the narrative-making in post-
war Europe. But, Judt argues, bad myths give rise eventually to bad collective behavior—
more conflict, more tyranny, more violence. So the work of honest history is crucial to 
humanity's ability to achieve a better future. Judt expresses throughout his work a credo of 
truth-telling about the past: we have a weighty obligation to discover, represent, and 
understand the circumstances of our past, even when those facts are deeply unpalatable. 
Myth-making about the past is not only bad history and bad politics, it is morally deficient. 
(A more extensive treatment of Judt's argument is provided in an earlier post; link.) 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20027138?seq=1
https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/08/tony-judt-on-memory-and-myth-in.html


Consider the normative and value challenges created by the need for the historian to 
confront and honestly present the very repugnant features of the past. Anna Wylegala takes 
on this kind of project in her recent article "Managing the difficult past: Ukrainian collective 
memory and public debates on history" (link). Here is the abstract of her article: 

This article analyzes the status of difficult historic events in Ukrainian collective memory. 
Difficult elements of collective memory are defined as those which divide society on basic 
matters, such as identity and national cohesion, and events which are being actively forgotten 
because of the role of Ukrainians as perpetrators. Three such issues were analyzed: World War 
II and the role of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA), the Holocaust, and the ethnic purge 
of Poles in Volhynia and Eastern Galicia in 1943-1945. Utilizing data from quantitative and 
qualitative studies, the author showcases the significance of these issues for contemporary 
Ukrainian identity and Ukraine's relations with its neighbors. In particular, the evaluation of 
World War II and the role of the UPA in Ukrainian history polarizes Ukrainian society to a 
great degree. At the same time, this element of national history is used to construct a common, 
anti-Russian identity. The difficulty of relating to the memory of the Holocaust and the ethnic 
purge in Volhynia is of a different character. These events are problematic for Ukrainian 
collective memory because they demand a painful settling of accounts with the past. At 
present, only Ukrainian elites are willing to work on these subjects, and only to a limited 
degree, while the common consciousness either denies or ignores them altogether. 

What does she mean by "difficult"? I would paraphrase her meaning as unsavory, repugnant, 
and inconsonant with one's identity as a "decent" people. "It is associated with certain events 
which refuse to simply become part of history and instead trouble contemporaries, 
demanding attention and provoking strong emotions." These are events that "demand a 
painful settling of accounts with the past". This is exactly the kind of issue that Tony Judt 
addresses in "The Past is Another Country: Myth and Memory in Postwar Europe". And 
Wylegala makes a compelling case for the idea that Ukrainians must come to grips with this 
past if they are to move forward as a more just society. 

It is indeed the case, then, that the search for historical understanding forces us to consider 
moral issues. These issues have to do with the moral value of fidelity to truth. But more 
fundamentally, they have to do with issues about collective identity and integrity. We want 
to know who we are; and that means knowing honestly what we have done, and attempting 
to understand these moments of collective cruelty and immorality. This means, in turn, that 
the philosophy of history must confront these issues. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00905992.2016.1273338


(A recent post offered a more indirect way of articulating related ideas about history, 
memory, and moral identity (link). This took the form of an allegory about a forgetful but 
long-lived individual who wants to make sense of earlier episodes in his life. Perhaps if Max 
von Sydow were still around it could be the basis of a short existentialist film! Here are two 
scenes from Ingmar Bergman's allegory about life's meaning and the nature of death in 
Seventh Seal (clip, clip).) 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/10/an-allegory-for-philosophy-of-history.html
https://youtu.be/f4yXBIigZbg
https://youtu.be/s1ZAMiW4yEQ


M A K I N G  S E N S E  O F  AT R O C I T I E S  
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Reading Wickham’s The Inheritance of Rome: Illuminating the Dark Ages 400-1000 has 
made me aware of something outside his storyline: the normal, routine, and unremarked 
willingness of medieval peasant-soldiers, leaders, bands, and armies to slaughter one 
another, to kill the disarmed, to enslave prisoners, and to do all these things with apparently 
no compunction. Vikings, Franks, Bulgars, Huns, and Romans massacred and burned. Here 
is just one example, from the wars of Charlemagne: 

Saxony was hard to conquer precisely because it was disunited, and it was the theatre of 
considerable violence, not least for the 4,500 Saxon prisoners massacred in 782 after a 
Frankish defeat. The conquest was by 780 associated with a conscious process of 
Christianization; this was one of the few conversion processes openly brought about by force in 
our period. (378) 

Or, when we get around to the high and mighty, we find kings, generals, and emperors who 
maim and kill their rivals, including often enough members of their own families. Blinding 
one’s rival or one's brother-in-law, maiming the face or body, these were familiar ways of 
dealing permanently with a rival. The crimes represented in Greek tragedy were not 
imaginary. 

What are we to make of this fairly simple historical fact about the behavior of our human 
ancestors a mere 1500 years ago? 

Does it imply that “human nature” is inherently cruel and indifferent to the suffering of 
other human beings, and that compassion is a cultural discovery or innovation? 

Does it imply that restraints on violence depend upon social structures and cultural 
creations — laws, norms, and institutions setting boundaries on violence? 

Is there such a thing as a “civilizational” turning away from violence against the innocent? 
Did human institutions (military law, international conventions, religion) and invented and 
disseminated moral values (“it is horrible and shameful to harm or kill the innocent”) 
change the occurrence of atrocity? (John Keegan quotes views to this effect to explain the 
fact that studies indicated that only 25% of battlefield soldiers fire their weapons in World 
War II.) 

The Ten Commandments have been the foundation of monotheistic religious ethics for more 
than three thousand years -- including the prohibition against murder. Did monotheistic 
religions change the behavior of individuals, bands, armies, and states? Were Christian 
Visigoths or Vandals less cruel in war? Did the armies of Islam commit these same kinds of 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0143117424/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0143117424&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=e12ea45a53b5d7702d6000ee836e5484


atrocities, or did the kindness preached by the Prophet prevail? What about ancient Judaism 
and Jewish communities? For that matter, what about the converts to Judaism in the 
Khazars — did they massacre their enemies just as wantonly? 

Most importantly, does this changing history of cruelty on a mass scale suggest that our 
human sensibilities themselves have changed in a millennium and a half, so human beings 
in typical social circumstances are no longer so ready to kill and maim their fellow human 
beings? Does a religion, a personal value scheme sincerely embraced, or adherence to an 
ideal of how one should value the human experience and life of anonymous others 
effectively change a person's social psychology? Can compassion and pity be learned or 
culturally reproduced? 

But if so, what about My Lai, Lt. Calley, and Abu Ghraib Prison? What about Isis 
beheadings, burnings, and rapes? What about the vicious brutality of Trump rioters against 
police on January 6? 

Here is a fairly concrete question: what did ancient writers and philosophers have to say 
about the killing of the innocent? Did Seneca or Lucretius make any pronouncements on the 
behavior of armies, massacre, or killing of the innocent? Here is Seneca, writing in roughly 
50 CE, about the morally corrosive effects of the crowd at the "games" (Letters from a Stoic): 

2. To consort with the crowd is harmful; there is no person who does not make some vice 
attractive to us, or stamp it upon us, or taint us unconsciously therewith. Certainly, the 
greater the mob with which we mingle, the greater the danger.  

But nothing is so damaging to good character as the habit of lounging at the games; for then it 
is that vice steals subtly upon one through the avenue of pleasure. 3. What do you think I 
mean? I mean that I come home more greedy, more ambitious, more voluptuous, and even more 
cruel and inhuman, because I have been among human beings. By chance I attended a mid-day 
exhibition, expecting some fun, wit, and relaxation,—an exhibition at which men’s eyes have 
respite from the slaughter of their fellow-men. But it was quite the reverse. The previous 
combats were the essence of compassion; but now all the trifling is put aside and it is pure 
murder. The men have no defensive armour. They are exposed to blows at all points, and no one 
ever strikes in vain. 4. Many persons prefer this programme to the usual pairs and to the bouts 
“by request.” Of course they do; there is no helmet or shield to deflect the weapon. What is the 
need of defensive armour, or of skill? All these mean delaying death. In the morning they throw 
men to the lions and the bears; at noon, they throw them to the spectators. The spectators 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1119751357/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1119751357&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=071d6d0fe70279cba56b69cfb09fc97f


demand that the slayer shall face the man who is to slay him in his turn; and they always 
reserve the latest conqueror for another butchering. The outcome of every fight is death, and 
the means are fire and sword. This sort of thing goes on while the arena is empty. 5. You may 
retort: “But he was a highway robber; he killed a man!” And what of it? Granted that, as a 
murderer, he deserved this punishment, what crime have you committed, poor fellow, that you 
should deserve to sit and see this show? In the morning they cried “Kill him! Lash him! Burn 
him! Why does he meet the sword in so cowardly a way? Why does he strike so feebly? Why 
doesn’t he die game? Whip him to meet his wounds! Let them receive blow for blow, with 
chests bare and exposed to the stroke!” And when the games stop for the intermission, they 
announce: “A little throat-cutting in the meantime, so that there may still be something going 
on!”  

Come now; do you not understand even this truth, that a bad example reacts on the agent? 
Thank the immortal gods that you are teaching cruelty to a person who cannot learn to be 
cruel. 6. The young character, which cannot hold fast to righteousness, must be rescued from 
the mob; it is too easy to side with the majority. Even Socrates, Cato, and Laelius might have 
been shaken in their moral strength by a crowd that was unlike them; so true it is that none of 
us, no matter how much he cultivates his abilities, can withstand the shock of faults that 
approach, as it were, with so great a retinue. 7. Much harm is done by a single case of 
indulgence or greed; the familiar friend, if he be luxurious, weakens and softens us 
imperceptibly; the neighbour, if he be rich, rouses our covetousness; the companion, if he be 
slanderous, rubs off some of his rust upon us, even though we be spotless and sincere. What 
then do you think the effect will be on character, when the world at large assaults it! You must 
either imitate or loathe the world. (Seneca, letter VII) 

The text treats cruelty obliquely. This is not his primary target; rather, Seneca uses the scene 
of the "exhibition" as an occasion for making a different point -- the harmfulness of 
associating with "the crowd". But in his framing of the example, he makes it clear that he 
sees the behavior of the crowd as detestable and awful in its bloodthirstiness and cruelty. 
And he sees the behavior as contagious: when a virtuous person -- even a Socrates or Cato -- 
is exposed to this sight, he will be harmed in his virtue. And why is this cruelty awful? 
Because, it would seem, it involves the horrible imposition of pain, mutilation, and death on 
the weak, for the entertainment of the many. It is recognition of the human reality of the 
pain and desperation of the victims that motivates Seneca, it seems; he is empathetic with 
these other unfortunate human beings. 



The historical evolution of massacre and cruelty raises huge and important questions. The 
topic converges with an earlier discussion of the Athenian massacre of the Melians, 
described in Thucydides (link). And the questions are genuinely difficult to answer. Human 
nature? Moral progress? The favorable role of religion? Institutions designed to limit 
violence? Perhaps some will even consider the intuition embraced by Dr. King in 1967 -- 
"The moral arc of the universe is long, but it bends towards justice." But if we want to 
understand the particular evils of the twentieth century -- Holocaust, Holodomor, and 
Gulag, to name just the most awful -- we need to consider the nature and situations of the 
human beings -- versions of ourselves -- who have committed acts like these at other times 
in history. 

(Relevant books to consider on this topic include John Keegan's The Face of Battle: A Study 
of Agincourt, Waterloo, and the Somme, Glenn Gray's The Warriors: Reflections on Men in 
Battle, and Philip Hallie's Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed: The Story of the Village of Le 
Chambon and How Goodness Happened There.) 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/12/evil-in-peloponnesian-war.html
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0140048979/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0140048979&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=827092d46cc459ee15d85a18a6d3b6f8
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0140048979/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0140048979&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=827092d46cc459ee15d85a18a6d3b6f8
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0803270763/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0803270763&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=d1277270317e6e113c5a71373622aea4
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0803270763/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0803270763&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=d1277270317e6e113c5a71373622aea4
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060925175/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0060925175&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=d65eb0228e41b4d9462051d93dc06d6d
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060925175/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0060925175&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=d65eb0228e41b4d9462051d93dc06d6d
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0060925175/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0060925175&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=d65eb0228e41b4d9462051d93dc06d6d


L A C A P R A  O N  T H E  H I S T O RY,  M E M O RY,  A N D  T H E  
H O L O C A U S T  

Dominick LaCapra's History and Memory after Auschwitz (1998) is an important 
contribution to the topic of "history's responsibility in front of the Holocaust". His aim in 
this book, and elsewhere in many of his other writings, is to express his "conception of the 
relations among history, memory, ethics, and politics" (6).  

Here is an especially arresting sentence from the introduction: 

I discuss Heinrich Himmler's famous Posen speech of October 1943, addressed to upper-level 
SS officers, for it may be taken as the paradigmatic assertion of the sublimity and "glory" of 
extreme transgression and unheard-of excess in the Nazi treatment of Jews. Often such 
features are marginalized or downplayed in the emphasis on factors such as the banality of 
evil, the well-nigh inevitable consequences of totalization (or totalitarianism), the role of 
bureaucratic routine and cold duty, the inertial force of social pressure, the effects of 
depersonalizing and fragmented relations to the other, and the significance of a massive 
technological framework, instrumental rationality, and industrialized mass murder. (3) 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0801484960/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0801484960&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=325679563e9914b99c6a9c24986b43f8


LaCapra draws attention here to the striking contrast between these fairly ordinary causal 
factors often highlighted in discussions of the Holocaust and the "regression to barbarism" 
represented by much of the treatment of Jews and the insane "sublime elation" of Himmler's 
speech. 

LaCapra seeks to address the question of "uniqueness or comparability" of the Holocaust: 

The more general point ... is that the Holocaust was "unique" in a specific, nonnumerical, and 
noninvidious sense. In it an extreme threshold or outer limit of transgression was crossed, and 
whenever that threshold or limit is crossed, something "unique" happens and the standard 
opposition between uniqueness and comparability is unsettled, thereby depriving comparatives 
(especially in terms of magnitude) of a common measure or foundation. (7) 

This is a somewhat paradoxical-sounding statement, but it seems to make sense. The 
"killing fields" of Pol Pot were also unique, different from the Holocaust, horrific, and "an 
extreme threshold or outer limit of transgression". Each such crossing is "non-comparable", 
in the sense that each demands its own sorrow, its own lack of comprehension, and its own 
determination that "never again" will we permit such violations. There is no common 
measure; each occurrence is evil in its own unique and horrific way. 

LaCapra quotes Saul Friedlander on the topic of the uniqueness of the Nazi extermination of 
the Jews, including especially Friedlander's view in Memory, History, and the Extermination 
of the Jews of Europe that "The Nazi regime attained what is, in my view, some sort of 
theoretical outer limit: one may envision an even larger number of victims and a 
technologically more efficient way of killing, but once a regime decides that groups, 
whatever the criteria may be, should be annihilated there and then and never be allowed to 
live on Earth, the ultimate has been achieved" (quoted in LaCapra, 26). LaCapra approves of 
this idea: "The essential consideration is that an outer limit was reached and that, once this 
limit is reached, something radically transgressive or incommensurable has occurred". But 
he also fears that this perspective may "normalize" (banalize) the Holocaust "by prompting a 
dogmatic assertion of absolutes, a grim competition for first place in victimhood or the type 
of research into similarities and differences that easily becomes diversionary and 
pointless" (26). 

Here is LaCapra's considered judgment about how to understand the uniqueness and 
generalizability of the Holocaust: 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0253324831/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0253324831&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=9ce9a6d04519497cf7188abd0ea4b295
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0253324831/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0253324831&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=9ce9a6d04519497cf7188abd0ea4b295


I would change metaphors and note the role of a tragic grid that achieved a paramount place in 
the Holocaust but in other ways is also evident elsewhere in history. It is the grid that locks 
together perpetrator, collaborator, victim, bystander, and resister, and that also threatens to 
encompass the secondary witness and historian. A goal of working-through should be the 
better understanding of this grid and the attempt to overcome it toward a more desirable 
network of relations. (40-41) 

And what about the historian in this tragic grid? 

The historian must work out a subject-position in negotiating transference and coming to 
terms with his or her implication in the tragic grid of participant-positions. The conventional 
stance for the historian is often closest to that of the innocent bystander or onlooker. But this 
safe position is particularly questionable in the case of the Holocaust and other extreme or 
limit-events. (41) 

Working through the past in any desirable fashion would thus be a process (not an 
accomplished state) and involve not definitive closure or full self-possession but a recurrent yet 
variable attempt to relate accurate, critical memory-work to the requirements of desirable 
action in the present. (42) 

One thing that is especially noteworthy about LaCapra's approach to the topic of history, 
memory, and trauma is his use of some basic ideas from psychoanalysis. This is an approach 
that is somewhat foreign to the ideas that analytic philosophers bring to the philosophy of 
history, but it seems especially relevant to the question of how to confront the evils of the 
twentieth century. Here is a very interesting description of how LaCapra treats 
psychoanalysis as a tool of inquiry in history: 

My basic premise in this chapter is that the fundamental concepts of psychoanalysis (such as 
transference, resistance, denial, repression, acting-out, and working-through) undercut the 
binary opposition between the individual and society, and their application to individual or 
collective phenomena is a matter of informed argument and research.... One should rather call 
into question the very idea that one is working with a more or less flimsy analogy between the 
individual and society and argue instead that there is nothing intrinsically "individual" about 
such concepts as repression and working-through. These concepts refer to processes that always 
involve modes of interaction, mutual reinforcement, conflict, censorship, orientation toward 



others, and so forth, and their relative individual or collective status should not be prejudged. 
(43) 

This perspective makes sense in two different ways in the setting the history of the 
Holocaust or the Holodomor -- first, as a means of making sense of the thoughts and actions 
of perpetrators and victims (for example, in the lengthy Posen speech of Himmler's that 
LaCapra treats in detail); and second, as a way of addressing the historian's own blindspots, 
aversions, and rationalizations in the telling of the story. The second part of the passage 
following the ellipsis captures very well the situation of "collective memory" and historians' 
collective efforts to uncover a narrative of a complex and horrific period. 

This is a good place to draw attention to the current crisis in Holocaust historiography in 
Poland occasioned by the libel suit successfully pursued against Jan Grabowski and Barbara 
Engelking for entirely legitimate assertions they made in Night Without End: The Fate of Jews in 
Selected Counties of Occupied Poland (published in 2018, not yet available in English 
translation) (link). Their work is based on thorough historical research, and aligns with the 
moral necessity of facing unhappy truths honestly through historical inquiry. Like Jan Gross 
two decades before (link), their work honestly confronts the involvement of ordinary Polish 
people in the murder of Poland's Jews. The government-backed insistence on "historical 
research supporting the national dignity of Poland" is entirely inimical towards history, 
truth, and memory, and is rightly opposed by historians and writers throughout the world. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dalej_jest_noc#:~:text=Dalej%20jest%20noc%3A%20losy%20%C5%BByd%C3%B3w,Holocaust%20Research%20in%20Warsaw%2C%20Poland.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dalej_jest_noc#:~:text=Dalej%20jest%20noc%3A%20losy%20%C5%BByd%C3%B3w,Holocaust%20Research%20in%20Warsaw%2C%20Poland.
https://apnews.com/article/poland-europe-warsaw-13f643d34b511cce0f2bcf2f933d4698
https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2020/08/new-thinking-about-european-genocide.html


C O M PA S S I O N  A N D  T H E  M O R A L  E M O T I O N S  
( N U S S B A U M )  
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How can the atrocities of the twentieth century lead to the creation of a better version of 
humanity? One theme to explore involves the moral emotion of compassion, and the idea 
that this is an emotion that human beings learn through experience and reflection. Crucially, 
we need to explore whether knowledge of history can help to inform the development of a 
culture of compassion. Both John Kekes and Susan Neiman provide some useful insights 
into the key question: how should a current generation engage with the history of the 
atrocities of the past century? Kekes contributes to this idea through his discussion of moral 
imagination, and Neiman contributes through her analysis of Rousseau's theory of the 
malleability of human nature. 

The philosopher who has shed the most light on compassion is Martha Nussbaum. In 
"Compassion: The Basic Social Emotion" (link) she explores the importance that compassion 
and pity play in the moral ordering of human social life. (The subject is treated as well in 
Part II of Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions.) As the title suggests, 
Nussbaum regards compassion (or pity) as a prerequisite moral emotion for much of social 
life; and she believes that it must be learned. Moreover, literature, drama, and history can be 
crucial components of that learning. 

Tragedy, as ancient Athenian culture saw it, is not for the very young; and it is not just for the 
young. Mature people always need to expand their experience and to reinforce their grasp on 
central ethical truths. To the young adolescent who is preparing to take a place in the city, 
however, tragedy has a special significance. Such a spectator is learning pity in the process. 
(39) 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/social-philosophy-and-policy/article/abs/compassion-the-basic-social-emotion/A1D501ADE7B92CA7427273FFBB449B03
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0521531829/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0521531829&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=40b513f3bc0dc3cff5e804728a510be8


If we believe that the ability to imagine the ills of another with vivid sympathy is an important 
part of being a good person, then we will want to follow Rousseau in giving support to 
procedures by which this ability is taught. Much of this will and should be done privately, in 
families. But every society employs and teaches ideals of the citizen, and of good civic 
judgment, in many ways; and there are some concrete practical strategies that will in fact 
support an education in compassion. (50) 

Nussbaum approaches the topic of pity or compassion through the story of Philoctetes, as 
related by Sophocles. She finds that Sophocles provides a nuanced and reflective 
demonstration of the emotion, within the context of a complicated social story. The value of 
literature in exploring moral concepts has been a strength of Nussbaum's approach to moral 
philosophy for a long time, and its use here is illuminating. 

Nussbaum rejects the Humean view that emotions are the contrary of reason, knowledge, or 
deliberation; instead, she argues that at least some emotions, like pity and compassion, 
embrace both representation of the world and affective response to the world. Compassion 
is a crucial part of inter-personal knowledge: "compassion, in the philosophical tradition, is a 
central bridge between the individual and the community; it is conceived of as our species' 
way of hooking the interests of others to our own personal goods" (28). Further, 
"compassion is a certain sort of reasoning" (29). And "all compassion is "rational" in the 
descriptive sense in which that term is frequently used—that is, not merely impulsive, but 
involving thought or belief" (30-31). 

Here is the analysis of pity or compassion that Nussbaum attributes to Aristotle: 

Pity, Aristotle argues, is a painful emotion directed at another person's misfortune or suffering 
(Rhet. 1385bl3ff.). It requires and rests on three beliefs: (1) the belief that the suffering is 
serious rather than trivial; (2) the belief that the suffering was not caused primarily by the 
person's own culpable actions; and (3) the belief that the pitier's own possibilities are similar 
to those of the sufferer. Each of these seems to be necessary for the emotion, and they seem to be 
jointly sufficient. (31) 

Nussbaum does not explicitly draw the connection between compassion and evil here that I 
believe is crucial -- in fact, she does not explicitly discuss "evil" in either of these works -- 
but the tie is straightforward. One fails utterly to understand the Holodomor or the killing 
pits of Poland or the Cathar Crusade if one fails to imagine the pain, suffering, and loss that 
each of these historical events involved, for millions of human beings. (Nussbaum refers to 



this particular form of moral blindness in her treatment of Emile in Upheavals; 322.) And, 
conversely, if one has a strongly developed capacity for the moral emotion of compassion, it 
is hard to see how he or she could consent to playing the role of an Eichmann or a Stangl. 
Here is a relevant comment by Nussbaum in the context of the dehumanization of the 
victims so often observed in the Holocaust and other instances of genocidal conduct: 

This fact explains why so frequently those who wish to withhold pity and to teach others to do 
so portray the sufferers as altogether dissimilar in kind and in possibility. In The Destruction 
of the European Jews, Raul Hilberg shows how pervasively Nazi talk of Jews, in connection 
with their murder, portrayed them as nonhuman: either as beings of a remote animal kind, 
such as insects or vermin, or as inanimate objects, "cargo" to be transported. (35) 

Nussbaum refers in Upheavals of Thought to other demeaning and dehumanizing mechanisms 
through which committers of atrocities reconcile their actions -- for example, by portraying 
the victims as unclean and disgusting. "Thus the Germans forged the will to carry out the 
atrocities"(Upheavals, 348). 

To what extent are our moral sensibilities subject to growth, education, and development? 
Like Susan Neiman (link), Nussbaum draws a connection to Rousseau and his treatment of 
the emotion of pity in Emile. She finds that Rousseau's analysis of this moral emotion 
captures the fullness of reasoning and affect that she has described; and, crucially, she finds 
that Rousseau believes that compassion must be learned: 

If Emile really does the cognitive work, if his imagination really contains the thoughts of pity, 
with all their evaluative material, in such a way that they become part of his cognitive makeup 
and his motivations for action, then he has pity whether he experiences this or that tug in his 
stomach or not. No such particular bodily feeling is necessary. To determine whether Emile has 
pity, we look for the evidence of a certain sort of thought and imagination, in what he says, 
and in what he does. (38) 

And in Upheavals she returns to Rousseau: 

I think that this, indeed, was Rousseau’s idea, when he said that Émile would learn 
compassion without hierarchy if his teacher taught him to focus on the common vulnerability 
of all human beings. “Thus from our weakness,” he concludes, “our fragile happiness is born.” 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2021/03/evil-and-history-of-philosophy-neiman.html


Surrendering omnipotence is essential to compassion, and a broad compassion for one’s fellow 
citizens is essential to a decent society. (350) 

Moreover, Nussbaum believes that the "teachability" of compassion is important: human 
beings and human cultures can improve their capacity for compassion through reflective 
experience. 

If we believe that the ability to imagine the ills of another with vivid sympathy is an 
important part of being a good person, then we will want to follow Rousseau in giving 
support to procedures by which this ability is taught. Much of this will and should be done 
privately, in families. But every society employs and teaches ideals of the citizen, and of good 
civic judgment, in many ways; and there are some concrete practical strategies that will in 
fact support an education in compassion. (50) 

Nussbaum believes that immersion in literature can assist with this learning. But I think she 
would agree with the idea that a close and honest reading of historians like Tim Snyder, 
Primo Levi, or Alexandr Solzhenitsyn can help with this form of moral development as well. 

So several things seem clear. Compassion is crucial for recognizing the evil of the twentieth 
century; further, we can deepen our capacity for compassion by honestly confronting the 
atrocities of the period; and -- just possibly -- our future history will be better than our past 
because of this honesty. And Rousseau's comments about compassion in Emile suggest 
another possibility as well: that we become different people, and our culture becomes a 
different culture, through this kind of immersive experience. 



T H I N K I N G  A B O U T  E V I L  I N  H I S T O RY  ( K E K E S )  

I am currently grappling with how to bring the horrendous events of the twentieth century 
into the philosophy of history. After doing a lot of reading about recent thinking about the 
Holocaust (link), it seems clear that we still have failed to fully comprehend the atrocities of 
the Nazi period, Stalinist rule before and after World War II, and many other episodes of 
genocide, mass murder, and enslavement in the past century. Only the idea of radical evil 
seems to remotely capture these historical atrocities. I've added two sections to my article 
on the philosophy of history in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy to address this set of 
problems; link. But these lines only serve to introduce the subject; much more remains to be 
done. 

The "problem of evil" has a long history of discussion and debate in theology and in 
philosophy. However, the perspective I take on atrocities is entirely secular and non-
religious, so theological debates are not relevant to my analysis. And much philosophical 
discussion of the topic of evil occurs at a highly abstract and conceptual level, which is 
likewise not very helpful to my topic. However, a recent book in philosophy that I have 
found useful is John Kekes' The Roots of Evil (2007). 

Kekes' book is interesting for three primary reasons. First, he provides six case studies of 
evil events in history, for which he provides fairly extensive historical detail. Second, he 
focuses the problem on the question of "why" the perpetrators did what they did. And third, 
he attempts to present and refute a handful of existing theories of evil actions, all of which 
he finds wanting. 

Kekes offers a precise working definition of what he means by "evil", a definition that 
separates it from a religious or theological context. He argues that the idea comes down to 
three necessary and jointly sufficient conditions: 
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The evil of an action, therefore, consists in the combination of three components: the 
malevolent motivation of evildoers; the serious, excessive harm caused by their actions; and the 
lack of morally acceptable excuse for the actions. (2) 

(Parenthetically -- I'm generally unpersuaded by overly precise definitions offered by 
philosophers. Most interesting concepts don't have "necessary and sufficient conditions" that 
define and exhaust their meaning. And that seems true in the case of the concept of evil as 
well. The working definition that I prefer is less precise: “cruelty on a massive scale, 
including systematic torture, murder, starvation, and enslavement of ordinary, innocent 
human beings”.) 

The cases of atrocity that Kekes presents make for hard reading, because they involve 
horrific cruelty and human suffering. But, of course, this is why they represent evil. Here are 
the cases that he presents: 

• The Cathar Crusade (1200) 

• The Terror conducted by Robespierre during the French Revolution (1792) 

• The actions of Franz Stangl, Kommandant of Treblinka 

• The Manson family murders of Sharon Tate and others 

• The "dirty war" conducted by the Argentinean army, navy, and air force 

• The psychopathic violence of convicted murderer John Allen 

These cases give Kekes' discussion a specificity and detail that is often lacking in 
philosophical discussions of evil. 

Kekes focuses on the psychological causes of evil-doing -- psychological propensities and 
motivations: 

My aim is to provide a causal explanation of why evildoers do evil. There are excellent recent 
works giving historical accounts of past explanations, but they are relevant to my aim only 
insofar as they contribute to the right explanation or illustrate mistakes. The facts I appeal to 
are psychological propensities familiar to normally intelligent people, not the fruits of research 
or deep reflection. Common knowledge of them makes it possible for novelists, playwrights, 
biographers, and historians to write about the character, motivation, and actions of people at 
places and times other than their own and feel confident about being understood. I have in 



mind such propensities as desiring a meaningful life, needing to be loved, having conflicting 
motives, deceiving oneself, wanting to appear other than one is, being ignorant of some of one’s 
motives, resenting injustice, embellishing the past, fearing the unknown, minding defeat, 
caring about the opinion of others, and so forth. These propensities are commonplaces of 
human psychology, but they also have moral significance. (7-8) 

He considers a handful of theories of the psychological basis of evil actions, which he finds 
inadequate. And he considers the theological and quasi-theological theories that have been 
offered in the past -- e.g. "the world is an inherently good place" -- which he rejects. In place 
of these traditional theories he offers his own "mixed and multicausal" theory of evil actions: 

The explanation of evil has the following general characteristics: it is 

• mixed because it involves the combination of internal-active, internal-passive, external-active, and 
external-passive conditions; 

• multicausal because the conditions that jointly cause it vary with individuals, societies, times, and 
places; 

• particular because it involves the detailed consideration of conditions that differ from case to case. 
(243) 

There are two specific points that I find most useful in The Roots of Evil. First, Kekes rejects 
the relevance of moral relativism in the discussion of evil (as I do): 

Slavery, clitoridectomy, blood feuds, assassination, terrorism, mutilating criminals, 
persecuting religious dissenters, torturing captives, holding innocent people hostage, dooming 
children to life as prostitutes or castrati are also culturally conditioned practices, but they are 
evil. The toleration of such evils, the implausible attempts to excuse them, and the reluctance 
to condemn them endanger civilized life by countenancing the violation of the physical security 
of their victims. Morally committed people ought to be intolerant of such evils. Those who 
mouth the catch-phrases of toleration avert their gaze from evil. (214) 

The way I would put the point about relativism goes along these lines: In considering 
terrible events in the past, it is necessary to acknowledge the two perspectives (participant 
and observer). As became evident in an earlier discussion of the Athenian massacre of the 
Melians (link), the authors and perpetrators of horrific acts in the past sometimes choose to 
perform these acts within a moral worldview that they believe justifies their actions. 
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However, we can dispense altogether with the question of moral relativism. It is perfectly 
reasonable for us in the present to judge that these practices and actions in the past were 
wrong and unjust (slavery, genocide, deliberate starvation, mutilation, ...), whether or not 
participants at the time found these practices morally acceptable. Their moral frameworks 
were defective and corrigible. 

And second, Kekes places "decency" and "moral imagination" at the center of what is needed 
if we are to learn from the historical experience of evil. 

It is reasonable to conclude, then, that if moral imagination had enabled evildoers to 
understand better their victims and their own motives and to realize that they had attractive 
alternatives to evildoing, then they would have been less likely to become or to continue as 
evildoers.... Moderately intelligent people have the capacity of moral imagination, but like 
other modes of imagination, it has to be cultivated. (237) 

We can cultivate moral imagination by paying attention to the realities of the experience of 
other human beings -- through our personal experience, through literature, and through the 
horrors of the histories of the Cathar Crusade or the Argentinian "dirty war". Human beings 
are not fixed in their moral capabilities; rather, we can gain compassion and resist the 
impulses towards participating in evil actions. 

The cultivation of moral imagination in this way provides not only personal enrichment but 
also a moral force that can help make lives better and cope with evil. By increasing self-
knowledge, presenting attractive alternatives to evildoing, and providing a basis for the 
comparison, contrast, and criticism of one’s own way of being and acting, moral imagination 
helps to avoid the falsifications involved in unintentional evildoing. (238) 

This observation about the cultivation of moral imagination points in the direction of a view 
of how it is possible to learn from history. Learning and confronting the horrific 
circumstances of the massacres of the Cathars, the torture of Argentine leftists, or the 
deliberate starvation of Ukrainian peasants, unavoidably brings us to a more vivid 
understanding of the moral evil of those events: the pain, suffering, and loss that these 
actions created for human beings much like ourselves. The strongest impression I took away 
from Hannah Arendt's account of the trial of Eichmann is the utter lack of sympathy, pity, or 
compassion he showed for the victims of his activities. Atrocities often depend on the total 
dehumanization of the victims, and compassion makes it more difficult to accomplish that 
trick. 



E V I L  A N D  T H E  H I S T O RY  O F  P H I L O S O P H Y  ( N E I M A N )  

As recent posts suggest, I am interested in finding appropriate ways of rethinking the 
philosophy of history so as to provide us with greater ability to confront the evils of the 
twentieth century. This involves some concrete questions about how we as human beings 
define ourselves in the world, in light of the histories our predecessors and contemporaries 
have created. How should human beings of the twenty-first century relate to the evil events 
of the twentieth century? And how can humanity grow from confronting this history 
honestly? I hope to address these questions through the idea that human beings can learn 
compassion and evil from history, and we human beings can change as a result. The idea is 
that reflecting upon the history of the Holocaust or the Holodomor seriously and honestly 
has the potential of changing our natures, making these crimes less likely in the future.  

Susan Neiman offers an abstract and philosophical treatment of evil in Evil in Modern 
Thought: An Alternative History of Philosophy (2002). (Fred Rush provides a highly 
thoughtful and detailed review of the book here.) Neiman describes her goals in the book in 
these terms: 

This book traces changes that have occurred in our understanding of the self and its place in 
the world from the early Enlightenment to the late twentieth century. Taking intellectual 
reactions to Lisbon and Auschwitz as central poles of inquiry is a way of locating the 
beginning and end of the modern. (introduction) 

The subtitle of her book is meaningful: "an alternative history of philosophy". She wants to 
understand how philosophy changed its content by progressing from making sense of the 
Lisbon earthquake to making sense of the Holocaust. Plainly, her book is more about how 
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philosophers have reacted to "evil" events in general terms, and less about the nature of 
those events themselves, or their perpetrators. (Indeed, there was no human perpetrator in 
the Lisbon earthquake.) Like John Kekes (link), she rejects the idea that the problem of evil 
is largely an issue for theology. But her interest is in philosophy, and how philosophers have 
conceptualized evil. "My interest is, rather, to explore what changes in our understanding of 
the problem of evil reveal about changes in our understanding of ourselves, and of our place in 
the world" (kl 264). And she proposes a novel way of classifying philosophers in the history 
of philosophy -- not as rationalist vs. empiricist, and not primarily driven by epistemology 
and skepticism; but rather over their fundamental positions on the moral nature of the 
world: "is there another, better, truer order than the one we experience, or are the facts with 
which our senses confront us all that there is? Is reality exhausted by what is, or does it 
leave room for all that could be?" (kl 264). With this way of sorting philosophical 
approaches, Neiman finds justification in holding that the evolution of western philosophy 
is driven by the fact of indigestible evil in the world. 

Here are the main premises of her argument: 

1. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century philosophy was guided by the problem of evil. 

2. The problem of evil can be expressed in theological or secular terms, but it is fundamentally a problem 
about the intelligibility of the world as a whole. 

3. The distinction between natural and moral evils is itself a historical one that developed in the course of 
the debate. 

4. Two kinds of standpoint can be traced from the early Enlightenment to the present day, regardless of 
what sort of evil is in question, and each is guided more by ethical than by epistemological concerns. 
(introduction. kl 199) 

Here is a fairly concise statement of her view of the relationship between the projects of 
European philosophy and evil: 

Since I do not think an intrinsic property of evil can be defined, I am, rather, concerned with 
tracing what evil does to us. If designating something as evil is a way of marking the fact that 
it shatters our trust in the world, it’s that effect, more than the cause, which I want to 
examine. It should follow that I have even less intention of solving the problem of evil than I do 
of defining evil itself. My interest is, rather, to explore what changes in our understanding of 
the problem of evil reveal about changes in our understanding of ourselves, and of our place in 
the world. (kl 244) 
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I have called this an alternative history of philosophy because its aims are as different as its 
style and methods. One aim, in the felicitous expression of an anonymous reader, is to reorient 
the discipline to the real roots of philosophical questioning. I am grateful for the metaphor, 
which allows me to argue that, in some form or other, the problem of evil is the root from 
which modern philosophy springs. Once brought to life, philosophical discourse can grow on its 
own, and its branches may extend or tangle in all directions. Thus entire schools of thought 
could develop that have little to do with the questions raised here. (kl 290) 

Though her primary interest is in developing the "alternative history of philosophy" that she 
presents, Neiman offers a view of the Holocaust and Auschwitz at a number of points in the 
book. She describes the atrocities of Auschwitz and Nazi extermination policies: 

What occurred in Nazi death camps was so absolutely evil that, like no other event in human 
history, it defies human capacities for understanding. (kl 118) 

Auschwitz, by contrast, stands for all that is meant when we use the word evil today: absolute 
wrongdoing that leaves no room for account or expiation. (kl 154) 

And she provides an extended discussion of Arendt's treatment of Eichmann in the final 
portion of the book. 

But even here, her interest is less about "what happened?" and "how should we make sense 
of this episode of human history?" than about how twentieth-century philosophers sought 
to incorporate this specific and complex evil into their moral reckonings of the world -- the 
"metaphysics" of evil rather than its practical importance in how we conceive of our lives. So 
it is fair to ask whether Neiman's approach has much to contribute to these more the more 
concrete and experiential questions outlined above. But interestingly enough, Neiman's 
book does have something to say about this idea. Specifically, Neiman's treatment of 
Rousseau emphasizes Rousseau's view of the malleability of human nature and emotions 
such as compassion. Neiman holds that this is a crucial part of Rousseau's approach to the 
situation of evil in the world as well; in fact, she maintains that it is the feature of 
Rousseau's philosophy that made him the "Newton" of the mind, according to Kant. 

For Rousseau, both the problem of evil and its solution depend on the idea that evil developed 
over time. This assumes, in turn, that human beings develop over time, both as species and 
individual beings. Human nature has been altered.... For Rousseau, by contrast, human nature 
itself has a history. Our choices affect it. 



History is the right kind of category to introduce because it enables us to understand the world 
and gives us hope for changing it. History leaves space between necessity and accident, making 
actions intelligible without being determined. If the introduction of evil was necessary, we can 
be saved only by a miracle. If it was an accident, then the world, where it matters, makes no 
sense. History, by contrast, is dynamic. If evil was introduced into the world, then it might 
also be eradicated—as long as its development is not fundamentally mysterious. After 
Rousseau, we need not deny the reality of evil. We can, rather, incorporate it into a world 
whose intelligibility is expanding. Exploring evil as historical phenomenon becomes part of our 
efforts to make the world more comprehensible in theory, and more acceptable in practice. (kl 
862) 

These are suggestive ideas for the experiential questions, because they point to the 
fundamental malleability of human culture and morality. Human nature and history are 
reciprocally intertwined. And this in turn suggests the possibility of the kind of "self-
positing" and learning from history that seems most relevant to the approach to evil I want 
to take when it comes to bringing historical understanding into productive conversation 
with the extreme evils and atrocities of the twentieth-century. 

It is clear that Evil in Modern Thought presents a radical thesis in intellectual history. Neiman 
argues that philosophers have quite fundamentally misunderstood the driving questions of 
their traditions: not epistemology, not metaphysics, but theodicy; not the question of how 
we know about our position in the natural world, or what is the nature of the world we 
inhabit; but rather, how can nature, humanity, and a benevolent god conspire to create such 
vast and incomprehensible suffering? Is this reorientation convincing? I find her arguments 
interesting and thought-provoking, but ultimately unconvincing. Her position is 
unconvincing, most fundamentally, because it is categorical. Neiman suggests an "either-or" 
interpretation of the driving questions of philosophy. This seems in the end to be too simple 
to accommodate the patchwork and plurality of questions, themes, and frameworks that 
have stimulated the development of various tributaries of European traditions in philosophy.  

More narrowly, Neiman's point of view is only glancingly relevant to the most pressing 
question: how should we as human beings respond and change as a result of honest 
encounter with the facts of the Holocaust, Holodomor, genocide, torture, and enslavement? 
Here is an allegorical effort to begin to answer this question through an act of imagination 
(link). And here is a discussion of literary efforts by veterans of the Great War to make sense 
of their experiences through poetry and narrative (link). 
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E V I L  I N  T H E  P E L O P O N N E S I A N  WA R ?  

Recent posts have focused attention on the topic of the evils that occurred in the twentieth 
century: genocide, deliberate mass starvation, mass enslavement, and totalitarian 
dictatorships. I have been inclined to argue that these evils are sui generis -- that the bad 
events and actions of the past were indeed bad, but they were qualitatively and morally 
distinct from the horrors of the twentieth century. So I argue that the evils of the twentieth 
century require special treatment by the philosophy of history. 

In presenting these ideas recently to a seminar of philosophers and historians I was 
challenged to consider whether actions and events of past centuries were indeed different in 
kind, or whether the difference is simply one of magnitude and remoteness in time. So here 
is a test case to consider: were the actions in war by Athens and Sparta during the 
Peloponnesian War instances of evil, or were they rather just bad deeds? 

One definition we might try out for "evil" in human affairs is this: Evil actions by states are 
actions that deliberately lead to wanton human suffering and death on a large scale with no 
regard for the human value of the innocent human beings who are harmed. The key moral 
ideas here are the intrinsic value of each human life, and the general human obligation to 
refrain from harming the innocent. And "wanton" is also a morally-laden term; it might be 
paraphrased as "unmotivated, motivated only by self-interest, or undertaken without regard 
for moral limitations". This attempt at definition of evil in human affairs corresponds 
roughly to the Christian theory of just war: the deliberate violence of war must be justified 
on the basis of a "just cause"; violence should be directed intentionally only against 
combatants; violent harm inflicted on the innocent (non-combatants) should be minimized 
and unintentional (the principle of double effect); and unavoidable violent harm inflicted on 
the innocent should be "proportionate" to military necessity. And these ideas, in turn, 
underlie much of the current international law of war, including the provisions of the 



Geneva conventions (link). How might these ideas about evil apply to other epochs of 
human affairs? 

Consider, for example, the Athenian siege of Melos and its horrific aftermath. In 416 BCE 
during the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta, an Athenian naval force attacked 
the city-state on the island of Melos. Melos was neutral in the war between Athens and 
Sparta, but was perceived by the Athenians to be friendly to Sparta. In 416 the Athenian 
force demanded the unconditional surrender of the city-state or face complete destruction. 
Melos refused to surrender immediately, but eventually surrendered following a crippling 
siege by the Athenian forces. Following the surrender all the men were killed and the 
women and children were sold into slavery. Thucydides represents the reasoning of the 
Athenians in a passage referred to as the "Melian dialogue" in History of the Peloponnesian War 
(tr. Richard Crawley; link): 

Athenians. For ourselves, we shall not trouble you with specious pretences—either of how we 
have a right to our empire because we overthrew the Mede, or are now attacking you because of 
wrong that you have done us—and make a long speech which would not be believed; and in 
return we hope that you, instead of thinking to influence us by saying that you did not join the 
Lacedaemonians, although their colonists, or that you have done us no wrong, will aim at 
what is feasible, holding in view the real sentiments of us both; since you know as well as we 
do that right, as the world goes, is only in question between equals in power, while the strong 
do what they can and the weak suffer what they must. (Book V, chapter XVII) 
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Here is Hobbes's translation (link): 

Ath. As we therefore will not, for our parts, with fair pretences; as, that having defeated the 
Medes, our reign is therefore lawful, or, that we come against you for injury done; make a long 
discourse without being believed: so would we have you also not expect to prevail by saying, 
either that you therefore took not our parts because you were a colony of the Lacedæmonians, 
or that you have done us no injury. But out of those things which we both of us do really think, 
let us go through with that which is feasible; both you and we knowing, that in human 
disputation justice is then only agreed on when the necessity is equal; whereas they that have 
odds of power exact as much as they can, and the weak yield to such conditions as they can get. 
(Book V, sect. 89) 

The Athenian negotiators stick to their line: the weak must defer to the strong, the 
Lacedaemonians will not come to your aid for the same reason that we press upon you -- 
their own self-interest. The Melian negotiators confer among themselves and decide to stick 
to their principles and to defend their freedom: 

Melians. Our resolution, Athenians, is the same as it was at first. We will not in a moment 
deprive of freedom a city that has been inhabited these seven hundred years; but we put our 
trust in the fortune by which the gods have preserved it until now, and in the help of men, that 
is, of the Lacedaemonians; and so we will try and save ourselves. Meanwhile we invite you to 
allow us to be friends to you and foes to neither party, and to retire from our country after 
making such a treaty as shall seem fit to us both. (Book V, chapter XVII) 

So the war continues. After some additional weeks of siege the outcome is decided: 

The siege was now pressed vigorously; and some treachery taking place inside, the Melians 
surrendered at discretion to the Athenians, who put to death all the grown men whom they 
took, and sold the women and children for slaves, and subsequently sent out five hundred 
colonists and inhabited the place themselves. (Book V, chapter XVII) 

The outcome is described calmly by Thucydides, but it is atrocious. It was cruel in the 
extreme -- the execution of all male residents of Melos after the Athenians prevailed, and 
sale of the women and children into slavery. Moreover, this was a deliberate and purposeful 
act, a deliberate policy of state -- not an instance of troops running amok, a regrettable 
instance of atrocities in the heat of war.  
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And yet the Melian dialogue, as conveyed by Thucydides, has the measured and 
philosophical tone of a Platonic dialogue; in fact, I could imagine teaching this text in a 
course in the introduction to philosophy. The Athenians have a moral position which they 
are pleased to present, explicate, and advocate: Their position is that it is perfectly moral for 
the strong to dictate terms upon the weak; the gods have no objection, since this is their 
own principle of conduct; and it is morally acceptable that the penalty of refusal is complete 
annihilation. The Athenians make no apology for their position, nor show any 
embarrassment at the moral stance they are taking. The Athenians even have a reason why 
moderation and accommodation cannot be considered: "our other adversaries will think us 
weak and will no longer consent to our rule". 

So was the Melian massacre ... evil? 

Several points seem evident in Thucydides' account of the Peloponnesian War. First, 
massacre and enslavement were "acceptable" means of waging war within the prevailing 
Hellenistic theory of war. And they were woven into statecraft through the role that these 
kinds of actions had in establishing the "reliability" of an adversary: if Melos does not 
comply, it will be annihilated, and other adversaries are thereby warned. Further, Hellenic 
conceptions of state action and the conduct of war reconciled massacre, enslavement, and 
the threat of these horrific punishments with their conception of piety (respect for the 
gods): the gods wage war in just this way. (In this regard an essay on Greek warfare written 
shortly after World War I is very interesting; Helen Law, "Atrocities in Greek Warfare", 1919; 
link.) But this is now a question for us to pursue: Does the fact that massacre and 
enslavement were morally comprehensible within the fifth-century BCE Greek mental 
framework of the morality of war and the actions that fell within the range of the imaginable 
mean that these strategies were less than evil? Should the moral and normative ideas of 
Hellenic thinkers, rulers, and citizens make a difference in our evaluation of this event?  

Moreover, the Melian dialogue makes it clear that massacre and enslavement were not 
"wanton" in the sense of "unmotivated" or "unjustified". Rather, the Athenians take pains to 
explain the utility that these strategies have within their calculus of cost and benefit in 
running an empire.  

Second, it is also clear that "we" no longer accept massacre of the innocent or enslavement of 
the survivors as morally acceptable strategies in war. "Our" moral ideas about the conduct of 
war give great moral weight to the value of each human life, and we morally condemn those 
who massacre the innocent -- whether from expediency or hatred. (I place the pronouns in 
quote marks because the experience of Bosnia (1995), Rwanda (1994), or Turkey (1915) 
demonstrates that modern leaders and citizens are still ready to countenance massacre as a 
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legitimate action for the state.) But this poses a second major question for us: Is it 
legitimate or appropriate for us to apply our own moral principles across most of human 
history to that period of time 2,500 years ago when the city states of Athens and Sparta were 
at war? Or must we defer instead to the moral frameworks of the historical period -- the 
Platos, Aristotles, and Thucydides of the Hellenic world? Can we adopt a universalistic 
conception of "just war" and apply it to Athenian behavior, or is this rather a "presentist" 
error of moral reasoning? 

Third, we are compelled to ask a question of pity and empathy: how could a great people 
like the Athenians -- or the individual soldiers of the Athenian forces -- impose slaughter 
and death on their fellow human beings in these circumstances and for these flimsy 
reasons? How could they fail to recognize the human tragedy that this action represented, 
repeated over and over through the multiple acts of murder? This was a slaughter of the 
innocent -- many hundreds of innocent male citizens of Melos -- and enslavement of many 
hundreds more innocent women and children -- how could these horrific actions be 
sanctioned and carried out? 

Here is one more complication raised by the Melian dialogue: is it possible that the scheme 
of argument offered by the Athenians is an antecedent to yet another horror of the twentieth 
century -- fascism and the doctrine that a state with the military power to subdue its 
neighbors should do so? We might take the moral framework of the Athenians (as presented 
by Thucydides) as fundamentally an anti-moral framework: an endorsement of the idea that 
there are no moral principles whatsoever that can, or should, constrain the statesman in the 
conduct of affairs of state. Seen in this way, the conduct of Athens over Melos is atrocious 
for its deliberate, explicit rejection of any moral constraints whatsoever on its conduct as 
much as for the specific actions it undertook -- massacre and enslavement. And perhaps this 
is precisely the moral position taken by the Nazi state, or that taken by Slobodan Milošević 
in Serbia in the 1990s.  So perhaps the evil described in the Melian dialogue, and found in 
the behavior of Athens in the Peloponnesian War, was the evil of amorality itself, and with 
it, the germ of fascism. 



A N  A L L E G O RY  F O R  T H E  P H I L O S O P H Y  O F  H I S T O RY  

 

What is the role of history and narrative for human beings and peoples? What do we gain by 
learning of "our" past and the often horrendous crimes that we human beings have 
committed? Consider this parable. 

*        *        * 

Imagine that you are a different kind of human being. You are of a species that lives for a 
thousand years. You have a capacity for memory, moral reasoning, purposiveness, and 
reflection. But your capacities are bounded, and there are whole decades that you no longer 
recall. You have what we might describe as a persistent but intermittent personal identity; 
you know who you are, but not always who you have been. After passing the age of 800 you 
have reckoned that you are in the autumn of your years and you would like to collect the 
materials for an autobiography. You begin collecting documents and markers and 
newspapers and personal recollections from other people, and gradually you begin to form a 
more complete picture of yourself over time. It is not a happy picture. 

It turns out that your younger years were turbulent. In your 100s you were impulsive and 
violent, sometimes attacking people for no reason, sometimes threatening and attacking 



them to take their property. Towards the end of this period you found tranquility, an 
excellent psychiatrist, and a yoga mat, and you were able to put your aggressiveness and 
percolating violence aside. Things went well for a century or so, you formed a family, you 
were a good father for at least a hundred years, and you practiced meditation in a disciplined 
way. Your life was orderly and kind.  

Your researches have informed you, however, that this tranquility and peace did not last 
forever. In your fourth century you took up politics, you developed strong opinions, and you 
became intolerant. You were a charismatic person, and others followed you, and in that 
century you had a lot of influence. One of your passions was patriarchy -- you became 
committed to the idea of the natural and moral superiority of men over women. By seizing 
the power of the state you sought to create a system of law in which women were 
permanently subordinated to men. With your followers at your side, you mostly succeeded. 
This period too didn't last for ever. Instead, the women of the empire you had created 
rebelled, and they were successful. You left the palace in your fully charged Tesla, and you 
never looked back. It took another century for the state you had left behind to recover its 
equanimity, but eventually a decent liberal democracy was restored.  

You felt you had learned a lesson, some kind of lesson, though you quickly forgot many of 
the details of this bad political episode. Anyway, your research tells you that things went 
better for you in your sixth century. You cultivated friends, had another family, and practiced 
the calming arts of meditation once again.  

But then, once again, bad times. Petty disagreements with your friends led to breaches, to 
distrust, and eventually to active enmity. You broke your friendships, you broke promises 
and allegiances that had seemed permanent, you betrayed the trust of the men and women 
who had been your community. In fact, your own resentments and anger led you to do 
things you shouldn't have done -- you let slip embarrassing information about one friend to 
the newspapers, you denounced another friend to the political authorities for her disloyalty 
to the state, and you actively connived in presenting evidence against a third former friend 
to support a spurious allegation of business fraud. Once again, despicable behavior for a 
moral human being -- "how could I have done those things?". 

Tranquility and peace came once again, as it always has. And this brings you more or less up 
to date. You have now filled in the gaps. You "know" yourself over time. And because you 
have been exhaustive in your search for evidence about your past, and because you have 
been unflinching in confronting the truth about yourself over the centuries as exposed by 
these researches, you now know that you have been a very long-lived person who has 
embodied both good and evil, both benevolence and hatred, both temperance and 



unbounded aggression. You have, you are now ashamed to realize, harmed a great many 
people who deserved only kindness and respect from you. The story of your life is now 
collected in eight compact volumes in a small library in your current palace. And you ask 
yourself this question: in the remainder of my centuries of life, how shall I live, given what I 
now know about my past and my potential for doing evil? 

You realize a number of things all at once. (You spent a fruitful century studying philosophy 
with one of the great sages only a century or so ago. On balance, you preferred the 
philosopher to the psychiatrist, but more than both of them you preferred Seinfeld.) First, 
you realize that you have not consistently been a good person, a virtuous person, a person of 
integrity and courage. Second, you realize that the people you harmed are now dead and 
gone. You cannot make up your debt to them, you cannot undo the evil you inflicted upon 
them. You cannot, at the moment, even fully understand why you did those things. And yet, 
you now believe that you are a more fully moral person, a person who wants to act justly 
and well in the remainder of your years. Your overriding wish is to act as a virtuous human 
being for the time left to you, and to make the world a better place. You return to the 
philosopher-sage for more advice. 

What advice can the sage offer this long-lived, flawed, but aspiring human being?  

The sage, who seems to be a latter-day Stoic with a bit of Martin Buber included in the mix, 
has only five things to offer. To be humble. To seek to understand the deficiencies of 
character that led to the bad behavior over the centuries. To find ways to correct these flaws 
of character. To seek to rebalance the evils you have created. And most fundamentally, to 
dedicate your strength, talents, wisdom, and years, to the task of contributing to a better 
future for humanity. This will be enough, given that you cannot live your life over and undo 
the evil you have done. 

*        *        * 

Here is my question: Does this story about a limited, erratic, and forgetful human being 
provide an analogy for how we might think about long stretches of human history? Does the 
parable provide some means for understanding the history of humanity and the ways that 
we understand ourselves as human beings over time? Does it shed light on how we human 
beings, a historical species, must feel our way into an understanding of our past, our 
present, and our future? Is knowing history a form of self-discovery of often-forgotten truths 
about ourselves, and developing the strength to honestly acknowledge those truths, learn 
from them, and move beyond them? Can humanity deal with its blemished history in the 



same ways that the nameless ancient one in the parable is advised to deal with his own 
personal history and actions? 



O R G A N I Z AT I O N S  I N  T H E  C O N D U C T  
O F  E V I L  



F O R C E D  L A B O R  A N D  M U LT I N AT I O N A L  C O R P O R AT I O N S  

 

What role did American multinational auto companies play in the rearmament of Germany 
during the early period of Nazi rule? And to what extent did these companies participate in 
Nazi practices like forced (slave) labor and Aryanization for which they should have been 
held morally responsible? 

An early discussion of the responsibility of American corporations for their conduct in Nazi 
Germany was provoked by Bradford Snell's testimony to Congress in 1974 (link, pp. 16-23). 
Snell, a specialist Congressional staff member, argued that the auto companies played a 
crucial role in supplying the German state with the vehicles and equipment needed for its 
conduct of war in Europe: 

In Germany, for example, General Motors and Ford became an integral part of the Nazi war 
efforts. GM's plants in Germany built thousands of bomber and jet fighter propulsion systems 
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for the Luftwaffe at the same time that its American plants produced aircraft engines for the 
U.S. Army Air Corps. (17) 

Snell makes clear the economic and business cost of non-cooperation by the auto 
companies: 

Refusal to aid in prewar preparations, of course, was unthinkable. It would have resulted in 
confiscation and irreparable economic harm to GM and Ford stockholders. In any event, due to 
their concentrated economic power in both economies, they were able to shape the conflict to 
their own private corporate advantage. Whether in fact their profit-maximization 
determinations were also in the best interests of international peace or, more specifically, in 
accord with the national security objectives of the United States at that time is entirely 
unclear. (17) 
 
It was, of course, in the best interests of GM and Ford to cooperate in the Axis war effort. 
Although GM, for example, was in complete management control of its Russelsheim warplane 
factory for nearly a full year after Germany's declaration of war against the United States on 
December 11, 1941, its refusal to build warplanes at a time of negligible demand for 
automobiles would have brought about the economic collapse of its Opel plant. (22) 

Here is Snell's summary conclusion: "In sum, they maximized profits by supplying both 
sides with the material needed to conduct the war" (16). Importantly, however, Snell does 
not provide detailed evidence or analysis of the degree to which the US-based corporate 
headquarters of these companies were in a position to exert management control over their 
German subsidiaries. And he does not address the question of internal management 
decision-making at these companies and their use of forced labor. In fact, significant data 
about forced labor in these plants only became available to researchers in the 1990s. 

In 1974 there was only limited documentation of the decision-making and management 
structure of the auto companies in their German subsidiaries. However, a series of class-
action lawsuits emerged in the 1990s that prompted the auto companies to open their 
private business archives to inspection, and several books have been written since 1998 that 
document the kinds of collaboration that occurred between multinational companies and 
the Nazi regime. Two in particular are of special interest here: Billstein, Fings, Kugler, and 
Levis, Working for the Enemy: Ford, General Motors, and Forced Labor in Germany during 
the Second World War (2000), and Henry Ashby Turner, Jr., General Motors and the Nazis: 
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The Struggle for Control of Opel, Europe’s Biggest Carmaker (2005). Also important in this 
context is Neil Gregor's book, Daimler-Benz in the Third Reich (1998), which provides a 
great deal of documentation of Daimler-Benz's willing use of forced (slave) labor in its 
factories.  

These books are important for our concerns because they address the issue of how to 
understand the evils of the twentieth century, including mass killings, slave labor, and the 
destruction of human lives and dignity on a grotesque and massive scale. There is the 
question of evil state action to consider; the question of the evil deeds of particular 
individuals, from Rudolph Hoess to the ordinary policemen of Reserve Police Battalion 101 
described by Christopher Browning (link), to the question of the public that accepted these 
horrendous actions. But along the way, there is the question of the actions and decisions of 
business firms that continued to operate in Germany, supplying the crucial war materials 
needed for blitzkrieg and operating according to Nazi principles. Those principles included 
official anti-Semitism and the use of forced labor of civilians and prisoners of war. There are 
many important questions that need to be addressed in this field, but the most important is 
the question of responsibility and culpability. To what extent were the US-based corporate 
executives aware of these practices, and to what extent did the company have effective 
control over their German subsidiaries? 

The use of forced labor in auto and truck manufacturing plants 

Labor shortages were a critical problem throughout wartime Germany, and at the 
Russelsheim Opel plant in particular. (Extensive documentation of Nazi use of forced and 
slave labor between 1933 and 1945 is provided by Ulrich Herbert, Hitler's Foreign Workers: 
Enforced Foreign Labor in Germany under the Third Reich.) Billstein et al and Turner 
provide a good deal of detail about the practices of Opel with regard to forced labor. Skilled 
workers were drafted into the armed forces from the GM-owned Opel ranks in large 
numbers, and plant managers were unable to persuade the labor control authorities 
Arbeitsamt to exempt skilled workers from further conscription cohorts. Conscription then 
broadened to include unskilled workers. A possible solution was seen in enemy prisoners of 
war. The first Opel Russelsheim prison camp was built in July 1940 and was soon occupied 
by 600 French and Belgian prisoners (Billstein et al, 47). In October 1941 the state 
authorized the use of Soviet POWs as industrial workers under severe conditions of 
oversight and confinement, but few of the several million POWs taken during the 
Barbarossa operations survived to be deployed as industrial slave workers (Billstein et al, 
54). In February 1942 the SS central agency approved the Ostarbeiterlasse permitting the 
conscription of Soviet civilians (and later other civilians from Eastern European conquest 
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zones), and Opel Russelsheim was the first location to receive a consignment of forced 
workers from the East. A report from September 1942 lists 2449 forced laborers, including 
Russian civilians, French POWs, and other foreign civilians (Billstein et al, 56). Opel did not 
make use of concentration-camp labor, according to Billstein et al: 

Opel was the only large German vehicle producer not to employ KZ camp prisoners in the 
period that followed, at either of its two production plants. The company’s tradition was 
conservative, and not at all anti-Semitic. Opel’s forced laborers, both prisoners of war and 
civilians, were guarded by company Werkschutz. Concentration camp prisoners were guarded 
by SS henchmen. (Billstein et al, 63) 

What about Ford Motor Company and the extensive use of forced labor in Ford Werke 
Cologne? More insight into this question has emerged as a result of the same class-action 
lawsuits initiated in 1998 by former forced workers. In 2001 Ford Motor Company 
completed a very extensive review of its corporate archives as well as those of Ford Werke 
and German and US government sources (link), in a report supervised and validated by 
Simon Reich, a well known scholar of the period. The findings of this review are quite 
different from those offered by Billstein et al. The Ford Archive Report provides a fairly 
extensive set of facts about the use of forced and slave labor at Ford Werke Cologne. Here is 
an overview: 

The use of foreign and forced labor at Ford-Werke began in 1940, and generally followed the 
same pattern as at other industrial facilities in Germany. Foreigners from Eastern and Western 
Europe, as well as Italian and French POWs were put to work at Ford-Werke. These men and 
women lived in barracks constructed by Ford-Werke adjacent to its plant site, in what became 
known in Cologne as the “Ford camp.”[308] After the Reichsbahn [the German railways], 
Ford-Werke was the next largest employer of forced workers in Cologne.[309] Late in the war, 
men from the concentration camp Buchenwald worked at Ford-Werke as slave laborers. (See 
Section 7.7.) (49) 

Postwar reports indicate that the first civilians from Eastern Europe began working at Ford-
Werke in the spring of 1942. An internal Ford-Werke memorandum written in June 1945 
stated, “As far as we can remember, the first Russian men and women came to us in March 
1942.”[319] Other postwar documents reported that the Eastern[320] workers arrived in 
April 1942.[321] In oral history interviews conducted during the 1990s, several Russian and 
Ukrainian former workers recalled arriving between April and June 1942.[322] Wartime 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Holocaust/Ford.pdf


financial records from Ford-Werke reported 320 Eastern workers in May 1942, with the 
numbers increasing each month to a maximum of 900 workers in October 1943. Between 
November 1943 and August 1944, the number of Eastern workers indicated in these records 
varied between 777 and 882.[323] (50) 

Forced and foreign workers were a sizable percentage of the total workforce at Ford Werke. 
The Archive Report indicates that "the highest number of foreign and forced workers at any 
point during the war was approximately 2,000. This peak occurred in August 1944" (51). 
This is roughly 40% of the workforce. Here is a graph of the composition of the Ford-Werke 
labor force from 1941 to 1944 (52): 

 
The report makes an attempt to assess pay rates and living conditions, and notes 
consistently that conditions and pay were substantially worse for eastern workers than 
western workers. Food rations for Russian and eastern European workers were especially 
poor: 

Statements from denazification files report that Russians – children as well as adults – received 
poor food rations.[439] In an interview conducted in the 1990s, one former Eastern worker 
recalled that her rations typically consisted of three slices of bread and unsweetened coffee for 
breakfast, soup made from turnips and flour siftings for lunch, and bread and coffee again for 
dinner. (64) 

This is clearly a starvation diet for an adult worker, amounting to perhaps 700-800 calories 
per day. 



The report also provides clear documentation that Ford Werke made use of slave labor from 
the Buchenwald concentration camp: 

On the same day that Schmidt and von Gusmann attended the Schaaf meeting [8/1/1944], 
the main Buchenwald concentration camp prepared a list of 50 prisoners to send to Ford-
Werke.[467] Included in the group of prisoners deployed to Ford-Werke were Russian and 
Czech political prisoners, Poles, and two Germans, one of whom was described as a “criminal” 
and the other as “work shy.” Among them were carpenters, bricklayers, a painter, a tailor, a 
cabinet maker, plumbers, electricians, agricultural workers, shoemakers, a barber and a nurse.
[468] Their first day of work was August 13, 1944.[469] ... Buchenwald transfer lists show 
that at least 65 different men were assigned to the Ford-Werke satellite camp at one time or 
another, and that several were transported elsewhere or fled from Ford-Werke and new 
prisoners brought in to replace them.[470] Most documentation from the period indicates that 
there were 50 or fewer Buchenwald inmates at Ford-Werke at any given time from August 
1944 through the end of February 1945.[471] A 1944 list of Buchenwald satellite camps 
designates “Ford-Köln” with a capacity of 50 prisoners. (68-69) 

This is a long list of moral wrongs committed by Ford Werke -- extensive use of forced labor, 
including POWs and civilians from occupied countries; some use of slave labor from the 
Buchenwald concentration camp; and a pervasive and dehumanizing differentiation across 
groups of workers concerning their treatment, housing, and food, with harsh and meager 
conditions for eastern workers and more moderate conditions for workers from France, 
Belgium, and other countries of western Europe. It would seem evident that the corporate 
directors of those companies in Germany bear significant moral and legal responsibility for 
these actions. In a later post I will turn to the question of the possible culpability of the 
parent companies, General Motors and Ford Motor Company. It will emerge there that 
careful review of company archives by independent researchers strongly suggests that the 
US-based corporate leaders had neither knowledge nor control over events in their German 
subsidiaries after 1940. 



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

 
It is apparent, 90 years after the beginnings of the Nazi period, that large corporations 
played an important and lamentable role in Nazi power and administration, and the 
implementation of the atrocities of slave labor and mass murder. This is true for domestic 
German industries, like I.G. Farben and Siemens; and it appears to be true for some 
multinational companies with subsidiaries in Germany, including the major automobile 
companies such as General Motors and Ford Motor Company. In his important book 
Industry and Ideology: I. G. Farben in the Nazi Era Peter Hayes summarizes the involvement 
of I.G. Farben in these terms: "By 1943, the concern's 334 plants and mines across Germany 
and occupied Europe were turning out more than 3 billion marks' worth of goods and 
earning net profits of more than 0.5 billion. Nearly 50% of IG's 330,000-person work force 
had come to consist of conscript or slave laborers, among whom were some of the perhaps 
30,000 inmates of Auschwitz who eventually died in the company's new factory and mines 
near the camp" (xxi-xxii). And one of its subsidiaries was the industrial source of Zyklon B, 
the extermination gas used to kill more than a million concentration camp victims. 

There are two important questions to address here. First is the question of involvement and 
complicity itself: what was the extent of the involvement of major companies in the Nazi 
genocide and slave labor system, and were their executives and governors aware of the 
crimes to which their corporate resources were being devoted? This is an enormously 
important question, given that the likelihood of significant moral complicity in the crimes of 
the Nazi period by companies and large organizations.  
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But the second question is, if anything, more important and more difficult. What were the 
features of corporate organization that led to knowing participation in these monstrous 
crimes by executives, leaders, and other operatives? Is this fundamentally the result of 
corporate and organizational dysfunction, beyond the reach of individuals within those 
organizations? Or is it possibly the indication of direct, personal evil-doing by executives, 
managers, and boards: a knowing and continuing engagement in evil relationships, leading 
to slave labor and mass murder, for the purpose of corporate business success and 
profitability? Were corporate leaders of industrial enterprises in Germany themselves 
fervent Nazis, committed to Hitler's ideology? Consider Peter Hayes' assessment of the 
question of ideological support by corporate leaders in the foreword to the new edition of 
Industry and Ideology: "Very few studies still posit enthusiasm for or even general acceptance 
of Nazi economic policy among the nation's industrial and banking elite during the late 
1930s" (x). Perhaps; but certainly there were committed Nazi supporters among German's 
executive class, including Willy Heidinger, director of IBM's German subsidiary Dehomag 
(mentioned below). 

Rather than ideology, Hayes emphasizes "business rationality" as the motivating factor for 
business executives during the period. And he cautions that these same motivations may 
recur in many other contexts. 

The amoral pragmatism and professionalism that propelled Farben's executives dwell within 
all large-scale organizations, whether they be corporate or political, whether they seek to 
maximize power or profits, whether they claim to serve the individual, a class, or a race. These 
drives make Farben an instructive case study in the plasticity of private interests and the 
consequences of permitting any single-minded doctrine to grasp the levers of a state. Lest that 
point be lost and readers distance themselves too far and easily from Farben's behavior, I have 
emphasized here the specious rationality of the concerns's deeds and largely let the self-evident 
wickedness of some of them speak for itself. (xxvi) 

Hayes argues that there was a parallel organizational motivation at work leading executives 
to conform their business practices to the will of the Nazi regime a kind of accommodating 
instrumental rationality: 

No one who grapples henceforth with the role of industry in the initiation and intensification 
of the Nazi forced-labor system will be able to do without the terms devised by Lutz Budrass 
and Manfred Grieger to describe a "clandestine entrepreneurial ethic," a "morality of 



efficiency," that came to dominate industrial decision making during the war years more than 
concern for profit or fear of punishment. (xi-xii) 

It would appear that this "morality of efficiency" involves a truncated worldview that looks 
something like this: "We make X (synthetic oil, punchcard machines, automobiles, ...); our 
organizational goal is simply to design and manufacture these goods as efficiently as 
possible, without concerning ourselves about the uses that others will put them to (and 
perhaps without regard to the origin of the resources, including labor) that the regime puts 
at our disposal to facilitate the process". A "morality of efficiency", then, is a deliberate form 
of tunnel vision or myopia, in which the product and process are the sole object of attention, 
whereas the uses and intentions of the state are not. 

Since 1998 there have been numerous investigations of corporate behavior during the Nazi 
period, stimulated by class-action lawsuits concerning liability for slave labor. These 
lawsuits have led a number of corporations to open their archives to independent historians 
for careful scrutiny. One of the fruits of this new wave of research on corporate behavior 
under Nazi dictatorship is a volume edited by Christopher Kobrak and Per Hansen, 
European Business, Dictatorship, and Political Risk, 1920-1945. The book confines itself 
largely to the question of the business environment created by the rise of the Nazi 
dictatorship and the power of Nazi party organizations in the control of industry, and its 
editors are cautious about offering normative judgments about corporate behavior during 
this period. (I will return to this point below.) Currency controls, direct government 
mandates, and attractive contracts with large German government agencies all served to 
create a distinctive business environment for multinational enterprises. 

In particular, many of the contributors to the volume pay special attention to the degree to 
which companies doing business in Germany had latitude to make decisions steering their 
companies away from the increasingly clear goals of the Nazi regime. Mira Wilkins focuses 
on the separation of ownership and control that was a crucial organizational fact for 
numerous multinational corporations in this period: 

Owners may not (and usually do not) have full control over managers. The principal-agent 
problem is multiplied many times over within MNEs. Information is asymmetrical. "Control" 
is always constrained, but in different manners. Increasingly, I find the concept of managerial 
control in a purely domestic context elusive, but far more so in an international one. Under 
dictatorship, rules and regulations limited the decision-making of outward and inward MNEs 
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(and domestic enterprises) in varying degrees. Managers of an affiliate within the host country 
may understand, interpret, or follow the rules and regulations in accord with the parent 
company's interests or with their own separate agenda. (23) 

Here is Wilkins' summary of the situation of multinational enterprises with subsidiaries in 
Germany in the 1930s: 

Ford in Germany encountered a similar quandary. Sir Percival Perry, head of the British Ford 
company and until 1937 chairman of the board of the German Ford affiliate, sent Edsel Ford 
in the United States in 1933 numerous letters on German government interventions. "The 
Nationalist Socialist Party -- Nazis -- interfere with everything and although their interference 
is not exactly officially Government, yet it is political and very influential," he reported in June 
1933.... Like it or not (and many executives in IG Farben did not like it), IG Farben managers 
came to recognize that business and politics in Nazi Germany were closely bound. So, too, Ford 
officials realized that they had to take steps to adjust to certain political realities. What seems 
increasingly clear are the restraints on corporate choices and the differences that developed 
within individual MNEs between financial, legal, administrative, and operational strategies 
and structures. (26) 

Wilkins does indeed describe a quandary: Ford (or Farben) would harm or even destroy its 
business in Germany if it refused to cooperate with German political imperatives. But some 
of those imperatives should have been refused nonetheless. 

Lars Heide explores this "principal-agent" problem between parent and subsidiary in greater 
detail with regard to the example of IBM and its German subsidiary Dehomag. Heide argues 
that Dehomag, under the direction of the management of Willy Heidinger, had achieved 
almost complete autonomy with respect to IBM's corporate management in the United 
States. Heide takes this evidence to refute the arguments made by Edwin Black in his 
controversial book about IBM during the German dictatorship. Heide argues that the US-
based executives could do very little to control Heidinger's decisions and actions. (Heide 
also documents that available research does not support Black's claim that IBM punchcard 
technology was used by German authorities to identify Jews for deportation (171).) 

While Heide argues that IBM's US-based corporate leaders had little effective control over 
the IBM subsidiary, the company continued to profit from the business success of Dehomag 
in the Third Reich. Dehomag became "IBM's most successful affiliate" (150), with a very 
extensive business involvement in the Nazi war machine. And Heide makes it clear that 



Heidinger was himself a vocal supporter of the Nazi dictatorship. The issue of control vs. 
ownership came up again in the case of IBM and Dehomag: 

Simultaneously, the German campaign in May-June 1940 provoked pressure on IBM's relation 
with its German subsidiary. The conquest of Benelux and France caused Thomas J. Watson of 
IBM to return a German decoration that he had received in Berlin in 1937 while Chairman of 
the International Chamber of Commerce working for appeasement with Nazi Germany. From 
June 1940, this act triggered a Heidinger Putsch to regain majority control of Dehomag, 
apparently supported by the German authorities. However, the IBM majority ownership was 
rescued by the introduction of enemy company custodianship when the U.S. entered the war. 
The custodianship gave Heidinger's management free hands, which implied that he had 
regained his company but for the ownership. (168) 

A note is needed concerning the stance the editors and contributors have taken towards the 
question of moral responsibility of corporations: 

For a long time, business and other historians, working on the interwar period and 
dictatorships, have concentrated on the question of what business contributed to the rise of 
dictatorships and why. For understandable reasons, the ethical and moral questions have had a 
rather high priority. With a great deal of justification, there has been no shortage of 
condemnation of companies and business managers who profited from cooperating with the 
dictatorships of the interwar period. However, moral condemnation of historical actors and 
events is not really the role of historians. It is more important to try to understand what 
happened and why. Moreover, we want to extend the analysis of how this period affected the 
strategies and structures of modern business.... (x) 

But contrary to this sentiment, I believe that the moral question is central for historians of 
this period: in what ways should the current generation hold business organizations of the 
past to account for egregious actions such as use of slave labor and facilitation of the 
extermination of Europe's Jewish population? It is of course relevant to know the context of 
decision-making and latitude that was available to corporate decision-makers. But we also 
need to be very clear in our judgments of the business decisions that were made: some were 
perfectly legitimate business decisions, some were regrettable but understandable 
compromises with an almost impossible situation, and others were wholly unacceptable 
crimes. Is it too "present-ist" to maintain that multinational corporations like IBM, General 



Motors, or Ford should have ceased business operations altogether in Germany once Hitler's 
crimes became apparent?  

Of interest in this context is a 1962 article by the progressive American historian Gabriel 
Kolko, "American Business and Germany" (link), published only a few years after the end of 
the Nazi regime. Kolko offers a detailed treatment of both the US business press and the 
business behavior of a number of major US corporations with respect to issues of war and 
dictatorship in the 1930s, and he finds that the "official views" of the business community 
(the business press) do not align closely with the actual behavior of US corporations. A key 
point in the article has to do with multinational cartels and agreements: 

American business' functional role in world affairs in the decade or so preceding the war found 
expression in cartel and contractual agreements between key American firms and German 
industry. The economic significance of the involved companies is much greater than their 
numbers. Although only twenty-six of them could be found among the top one hundred 
industrial corporations fo 1937, together these twenty-six accounted for over 60 per cent of 
the total assets of the hundred. More important, these corporations generally were the largest 
in their respective industries, and as such were price and policy leaders. (718) 

He also makes several observations about I.G. Farben and its role within the Nazi 
dictatorship: 

The existence of both the Nazi party and I.G. Farben was, from the point of view of the 
expansionist goals of both, a fortuitous coincidence. The United Steel Works had a strong Nazi 
group among its top executives, centered about Fritz Thyssen, from its inception. German 
industry was naturally extremely conservative and alarmed by the growing strength of the 
Social Democrats and Communists. The unification of I.G. Farben and the cartels with the 
Nazis was not forced by any means. When the Nazis came to power the essential cartel 
structure was maintained as the economy was divided into eight major national units, 
continued under the same leadership, and guided only insofar as unified national production 
and price policies were concerned. (718-719) 

And further: 

American companies not only knew of I.G.'s relationship to the Nazis, but to other American 
concerns as well. This was inevitable, for I.G. made a large number of exclusive agreements 
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with American firms which bound companies not formal partners to their restrictions. Du 
Pont, to cite one case, was forced to recognize the agreements of I.G. and Union Carbide and 
Carbon in certain fields and to keep out of them. By making innumerable similar arrangements 
I.G. was able to prevent many major American chemical and metal firms from following 
independent commercial and development policies and building the productive facilities which 
were later to become vital to the prosecution of the war.... It is almost superfluous to point out 
that the motives of the American firms bound to contracts with German concerns were not pro-
Nazi, whatever else they may have been. The arrangements with German firms were 
stimulated by a fear of international price and market competition and a desire for predictable 
economic conditions as a basis for business planning. (720) 

Kolko concludes the article with these lines: 

In their public relations roles the large American corporations inextricably bound to German 
industry declared their sympathy for the public's antagonism to strategic aid to Germany after 
1936, but in their actual behavior these firms pursued a course whose dominant objective was 
to satisfy their private interests. The export philosophy of General Motors, the agreements for 
postwar re-establishment of cartel arrangements, the conscious disinterest in the political 
implications of strategic materials sales by Dow, Standard Oil, and others, suggest that the 
guiding values of business were distinctly class values. Such conflicts between the business 
community's actions and the business press indicate the limited usefulness of considering only 
the business press and corporation press releases in attempting to evaluate the historic 
relationship of American business to foreign affairs. Equally important, the basic policies of 
large corporations on the international scene in the 1930s were motivated less by the 
attraction of new trade frontiers and markets than by their desire for the economic 
stabilization and predictability which only cartels and market agreements could create. The 
basis of such "anti-imperialism" by American business was not altruism, but its recognition 
that its aim of profits with stability could best be attained by international business solidarity. 
(728) 

There is much more to be said about the conduct of corporations during the German 
dictatorship, and later posts will discuss some recent research on Daimler-Benz, General 
Motors, and other multinational corporations with respect to the use of slave labor and 
possible involvement in management of the extermination of Europe's Jewish population.   



M U LT I N AT I O N A L  C O R P O R AT E  A C C O U N TA B I L I T Y  A N D  
C O N T R O L  D U R I N G  T H E  N A Z I  P E R I O D  

 

In a previous post I considered the question of the culpability of multinational corporations 
with affiliates in wartime Nazi Germany (link). There I discussed a number of books that 
address this question, including Billstein, Fings, Kugler, and Levis' very important 2000 
contribution, Working for the Enemy: Ford, General Motors, and Forced Labor in Germany 
during the Second World War. This book provides a detailed business history during the 
Nazi period of the activities of General Motors (through its subsidiary Opel) and Ford Motor 
Company (through its German subsidiary Ford Werke in Cologne), including especially the 
use of forced labor by both companies. Here I want to focus on a crucial question of 
corporate responsibility: to what extent were these practices under the knowledge and 
control of the US-based corporate executives?  

Begin with General Motors. Adam Opel AG was General Motors' subsidiary in Germany, and 
was the largest producer of automobiles and trucks for the Reich. GM acquired Opel during 
the Great Depression and took full ownership and control in 1931. Ample evidence is 
provided in Billstein et al concerning Opel's use of forced labor during the war years. 
However, there is disagreement over the degree of management control exercised by General 
Motors in the US over its Opel subsidiary in Germany.  

Bradford Snell's testimony to Congress in 1974 addressed this question (link, pp. 16-23). 
The Snell report to Congress maintained that US senior executives continued to exercise 
virtually full control over Opel’s operations for the first 11 months of declared war between 
Germany and the US. However, GM and other researchers have rebutted this claim 
vigorously. GM claimed that the “enemy property custodian” appointed by the German 
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authorities had sole authority over the management and operations of Opel. Billstein et al 
take a nuanced view of the question in Working for the Enemy. They take issue with Snell's 
assessment that GM exercised "complete management control" at Opel (35), but they argue 
that Opel executives and managers continued the general strategies preferred by GM before 
the war. And they argue that US executives of GM during the pre-war years were eager to 
gain contracts for vehicles and other materials that were crucial for the Nazi government's 
military buildup. "In fact, the evidence suggests General Motors's willing collaboration in the 
conversion [to armaments production]" (36). 

Billstein et al raise a crucial and foundational question: could GM have vetoed the 
conversion of Opel’s manufacturing capacity to wartime production in the 1930s and the 
use of forced labor in the 1940s if they had wished to do so? Henry Ashby Turner, Jr.’s 
General Motors and the Nazis: The Struggle for Control of Opel, Europe’s Biggest Carmaker 
sheds more light on the business activities and decision-making of General Motors during 
the Nazi regime. Turner has special expertise on this question, since he directed the 
documentation project during 1999-2000 sponsored by General Motors to review its private 
corporate archives during the Nazi period. Turner has special authority in his judgments 
about GM's wartime behavior because of his direct involvement in the 1999-2000 review of 
General Motors' internal documents and records during the relevant time period. Further, 
Turner is an acknowledged expert on the corporation's behavior during the period. (The 
complete archive of all documents recovered and reviewed has been deposited in digital 
form at Yale University' Sterling Memorial Library, designated as the General Motors-Opel 
Collection.) Based on systematic review of massive quantities of internal GM documents in 
1999-2000, Turner concludes that GM's management control over Opel was extremely 
limited after 1941.  

The question of management control of Opel's operations is a crucial one. To what extent 
did GM's headquarters in the US direct operations and strategies at Opel? Turner addresses 
this question directly. Legally GM had complete authority over Opel prior to 1941, as the 
sole owner of its shares; so GM had the ability to remove members of the board and the 
director, and to accept or reject the annual report. In practice, however, its ability to control 
was attenuated by distance and language. And its investment in Opel was entirely hostage 
to the Nazi regime: profits could not be repatriated, the enterprise could not be sold to a 
German buyer at a "fair market value", and the Nazi regime had the political and legal ability 
to compel compliance with its policies -- including "Aryanization". 
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The American executives assigned to Opel exercised wide-ranging discretionary authority. 
Under Sloan's leadership, GM operated on a managerial principle of "co-ordinated 
decentralization" that reserved control over allocations of capital to the central leadership but 
otherwise left most decisions to the corporation's various divisions, which were monitored by a 
hierarchical system of committees. The Americans at Opel were, however, from the outset 
heavily dependent upon the German members of the managerial staff, who far outnumbered 
them. Of necessity, they had to rely upon these colleagues for information about what was 
happening at the firm and elsewhere in the country as well as for communications with 
employees and government officials. Returning to the United States frequently for vacations 
and for consultations at GM's New York headquarters at a time when trans-Atlantic sea travel 
required a week or more each way, the American executives were absent for substantial periods 
of time. As a result, those charged with responsibility for Opel exercised at best a tenuous 
control over the firm. (6) 

The archives reviewed in 1999-2000 establish clearly that while under ownership and legal 
control by General Motors (between 1940 and the end of the war), Opel made extensive use 
of forced labor. However, Turner's considered view is that General Motors had little actual 
management control over Opel's decision-making after the declaration of war between 
Germany and the United States in 1941. The American strategy from the United States was 
to "camouflage" the US ownership of Opel and to maintain the value of their investment of 
Opel pending the end of the war. And in fact Alfred P. Sloan expressed an explicitly non-
interventionist philosophy of business management in a letter to a shareholder quoted in 
the book: "an international business operating throughout the world, should conduct its 
operations in strict business terms, without regard to the political beliefs of its 
management, or the political beliefs of the countries in which it is operating" (Turner, 27). 

By 1936, after three years of Nazi rule, Opel and the GM executives in charge of it had 
undergone a far-reaching adaptation to the Third Reich. Faced with a ruthless regime and a 
company workforce the Nazis had brought under their control, the Americans responsible for 
the firm had acquiesced in the politicization of factory life and intimidation of their employees. 
To cope with the xenophobia promoted by the regime, they had withdrawn into the background 
and sought to conceal the firm's foreign ownership. (30) 

What about Ford Motor Company and the corporate relationship between Dearborn and its 
subsidiary in Germany, Ford Werke Cologne? The view taken by Billstein et al of Ford's 
corporate behavior during the Nazi period is quite negative. The primary source of evidence 



upon which they depend is a set of interviews conducted by the city of Cologne of 
individuals who had been forced workers at Ford Werke during the war years, and who had 
accepted an invitation to return to Cologne to help to document the realities of forced labor 
at the complex during this period. Excerpts of these interviews are included in the book, and 
they are very powerful. But they do not shed light on the organizational question: where 
does responsibility for the use of forced labor fall -- in Cologne or in Dearborn? 

The key finding of the Ford archive review (link) mentioned in the prior post is the 
conclusion, endorsed by Simon Reich, that Ford headquarters in Dearborn had essentially 
no knowledge or control of Ford Werke management decisions after the declaration of war 
in 1941 -- including the use of forced labor. Further, the review finds that Ford Werke made 
minimal profits over the period of wartime manufacture. (Here is a summary statement by 
Simon Reich of the central findings of the archival research; link.) The Ford report confirms 
that Ford Werke Cologne made use of forced and slave labor during the wartime period, but 
the report is unequivocal in asserting that there is no documentation in the 98,000 pages of 
archive materials that suggests either knowledge, acquiescence, or control by Dearborn of 
this practice in Cologne, and Reich endorses this conclusion. The report takes the view that 
Ford Werke was functionally autonomous from its nominal owners in the US during the 
wartime years, and that its management in Cologne was eager to cultivate business and 
military relationships with the Nazi regime in order to maintain the business viability of the 
operation. 

This discussion is a complex one. It is clear that Opel, Ford Werke, and all other heavy 
industries in Germany were fully involved in the Nazi war effort, and searched aggressively 
for opportunities to gain military contracts for trucks, tanks, aircraft, engines, and other 
technologies that were essential for Hitler's ability to wage war against Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, France, Belgium, Ukraine, Lithuania, and the USSR. Further, it is clear that 
these companies conformed to Nazi policy concerning the use of forced labor, Aryanization, 
and slave labor. Moreover, from other case studies in the auto industry, it seems clear that 
refusing the use of concentration-camp labor was a feasible choice -- witness that Opel 
largely avoided making use of KZ labor while Daimler-Benz was very willing to use that 
labor (Gregor 194). Rightly, officials of these German companies were investigated and 
interrogated after the war concerning their conduct towards workers during the war. (It 
would be very interesting to see a case study of a major business under Nazi jurisdiction 
where management nonetheless managed to avoid committing crimes against their own 
workers and other civilians. Were there industrial companies in Norway that managed to 
maintain decent labor practices under Nazi occupation?)  
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This suggests that it is important to assess culpability for illegal and immoral actions taken 
by these companies when these actions are uncovered. If Opel or Ford Werke provided only 
starvation rations for its forced workers; if these companies used lethal force as a way of 
controlling their forced-labor contingents; if the companies provided unconscionably low 
levels of medical care for their unwilling workers; if these companies actively sought out the 
use of concentration-camp prisoners as slave labor; then the officers and executives who 
were responsible for these actions should be held responsible. 

But what about the parent corporations? In the cases of Opel and Ford Werke, the balance of 
available documentation today seems to indicate (based on largely independent study of 
corporate archives) that it is most credible that the US headquarters had little knowledge 
and virtually no effective control over its subsidiaries in Germany after about 1940. If we 
find the independent reviews of GM and Ford archives largely credible -- along with the 
assessments of these reviews by independent and respected historians Turner and Reich -- 
then it would appear that the responsibility for corporate decisions made by Opel, Ford 
Werke, and Daimler-Benz falls chiefly on the German officers and decision-makers who 
conducted the affairs of those companies in the period from about 1940 until the end of the 
war, as well as the Nazi agencies and divisions that largely governed them. In particular, it 
would appear that responsibility for the use of forced labor in Russelsheim and Cologne 
cannot be assigned to New York and Dearborn headquarters for the parent companies.  

Does this mean that multinational corporations bear no responsibility for the actions of 
their subsidiaries? Certainly not. Rather, we might judge that World War II seems to 
represent a special case for multinational corporate responsibility. The circumstances of total 
war appear to have severed the arrangements of oversight and control that normally exist 
between parent and subsidiary. In more normal circumstances -- Ford in Argentina, Coca 
Cola in India, Exxon in Nigeria -- we should expect that the multinational corporation has 
an overriding duty to oversee and control the actions of its subsidiaries in other countries. 
Those duties extend to ensuring minimal labor standards, a non-violent relationship to labor 
unions, and a good-faith environmental stewardship of its operations. And if it fails in these 
duties, its officers should be held accountable. And the "non-interventionist" language put 
forward by Alfred P. Sloan cannot be accepted. Rather, the multinational corporation has a 
duty to be vigilant about the political and military choices being made by the governments 
of the countries in which it does business. 

Three war-crimes trials took place after the end of World War Two involving German 
industrialists who were responsible for making use of forced labor by conquered civilians, 
use of slave labor from concentration camps, plundering and despoliation, membership in 



the Nazi party, and other crimes. These were among the "subsequent Nuremberg trials" 
conducted by US military authorities. These included trials of executives from IG Farben, 
Krupp, and Friedrich Flick. Here is an important finding from the dissent by Judge Paul 
Hebert in the Farben trial concerning the charge of the use of slave labor and the defense of 
"necessity" by Farben executives: "Willing cooperation with the slave labor utilization of the 
Third Reich was a matter of corporate policy that permeated the whole Farben 
organization... For this reason, criminal responsibility goes beyond the actual immediate 
participants at Auschwitz. It includes other Farben Vorstand plant-managers and embraces 
all who knowingly participated in the shaping of the corporate policy." Jonathan Wiesen’s 
West German Industry and the Challenge of the Nazi Past, 1945-1955 is an important 
exploration of the moral responsibility of German industry and corporations for the crimes 
of the Nazi period. 

Much of the evidence currently available to historians about corporate behavior by the auto 
companies and other major industries resulted from class-action lawsuits by survivors of the 
use of forced labor, including especially a suit led by the Ukrainian woman Elsa Iwanowa in 
1998 and 1999. These lawsuits led to a sudden willingness on the part of General Motors 
and Ford Motor Company to make their corporate archives from the Nazi period available 
for study by researchers. Here is the 1999 judicial opinion issued by U.S. District Court for 
the district of New Jersey dismissing the Iwanowa class-action lawsuit by against Ford 
Motor Company and Ford Werke; link. Though the lawsuits were largely unsuccessful, they 
contributed to the establishment in Germany of a $1.7 billion fund, the German Companies 
Foundation Initiative: Remembrance, Responsibility, and Future, which was designed in part 
to provide financial compensation for individuals who had been forced to work in German 
factories, mines, and construction sites during World War II (Wiesen, kl 203). (The fund has 
now grown substantially.) The US District Court opinion is worth reading carefully, in that 
it provides a reasonably full background to the use of forced labor at Ford Werke; the 
conditions of labor in the Ford Werke factory; and the structure of international and German 
law with respect to the issue of forced labor. 
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O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L  E V I L  
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A number of posts have confronted the historical realities of atrocities, genocide, and cruelty 
on a massive scale. The general question tying these discussions together has to do with 
individual human beings: "How could a normal human being with normal social emotions 
commit these atrocious acts?" And the individual question can be posed at a variety of levels 
of activity -- the "ordinary men" whom Christopher Browning considers in Ordinary Men: 
Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland who directly killed thousands 
of men, women, and children; the mid-level commanders who did not themselves conduct 
the killings but ordered and organized them; the bureaucrats like Eichmann or Speer who 
oversaw the massive organizations needed to carry out mass genocide; and the dictators like 
Hitler and Stalin who deliberately ordered these actions. Concerning each of these men (and 
occasionally women) we can ask the question, "how could they have done this?". This is a 
good question, and one that needs serious and extended study. 

But there is another dimension of the evil of genocide: the role that organizations play in 
carrying out mass acts of atrocity against the innocent. Armies, governments, corporations, 
religious orders -- organizations at many levels of scope were an essential part of the evils of 
the twentieth century. So it is important to ask the question of evil about organizations as 
well as about individuals; and the remedies we might consider are not likely to be the same. 
For example, it might have been effective in attempting to quell murderous ethnic cleansing 
in Bosnia to attempt to trigger the impulses of compassion, pity, and fellow feeling among 
the ordinary people whom Michael Mann describes in The Dark Side of Democracy: 
Explaining Ethnic Cleansing who were readily recruited into killing teams and paramilitary 
groups that carried out murderous ethnic cleansing of Muslim neighbors; but this strategy is 
patently impossible with regard to organizations. Organizations do not feel sympathy, pity, 
or fellow feeling; rather, they carry out the tasks that have been set for them without moral 
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appraisal. Organizations aren't persons; there is no essential "humanity" in an organization. 
Organizations are more like machines than they are like individual human beings. 

There is a field of research in organizational studies that is dedicated to the examination of 
"organizational evil," and much of the content of this field is represented in the very 
interesting and challenging book edited by Carole Jurkiewicz, The Foundations of 
Organizational Evil. Jurkiewicz describes the concept of organizational evil in these terms in 
chapter 1 of the volume: 

“Organizational evil” is used here to signify the institutionalization of a set of principles 
whose purpose is knowingly to harm individuals, with disregard for consequences beyond those 
that would cause immediate repercussions to the evil-doer. Whereas unethical behavior is 
episodic and individualistic in nature, evil is systemic and embedded in the culture of the 
organization. Programs, policies, practices, reward systems, hiring and training, external and 
internal relations—all are designed with the intention to seek immediate advantage through 
the deliberate harm of others. 

It is noteworthy that contributors to this field are somewhat beguiled by the analogy 
between individual human beings and "corporate individuals". This analogy shows up in 
several forms in the volume, including the application of Kohlberg's theory of stages of 
moral development and the application of individual-level theories of psychopathology and 
the Narcissistic Personality Inventory to organizations. Both analogies are put forward in 
Chapter 1. For example:  

While the original research was focused on the individual level, it can be extrapolated to the 
organizational level as well being that organizations are defined as legal persons, as addressed 
later in this chapter. (chapter 1) 

This is a surprising lapse, given the reality that organizations are fundamentally different 
from individuals in their forms of intentionality, purposiveness, and normativity (link). In 
particular, the Kohlberg theory of stages of moral reasoning seems to have no real relevance 
to corporate "persons". 

More convincing is the analysis that Jurkiewicz and Grossman give of the influence that 
organizations wield on the motivations, emotions, and behavior of the individuals who work 
within them. The "normalization" of killing documented by Christopher Browning is a 
relevant example: the validation by the organization and its leaders of the atrocious actions 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00TYPM1C2/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B00TYPM1C2&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=1ae47da50c18e033f2a382b890bf0f0b
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00TYPM1C2/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B00TYPM1C2&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=1ae47da50c18e033f2a382b890bf0f0b
https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2018/12/the-mind-of-government.html


of killing the innocent offers participants part of the motivation needed to carry out their 
horrific tasks. Jurkiewicz and Grossman put the point in these terms: 

As employees identify with the organization, a stable social system develops that perpetuates 
the culture while, at the same time, being defined by it. The stronger the culture, the more 
deeply employees share the value system, the greater the employee commitment, and the more 
willing employees are to submit to behavioral controls imposed by the organization. (chapter 
1) 

They also argue that, once established, a pattern of organizational imperatives to commit 
atrocities and compliance by subordinates creates a "leader-to-peer bonding" that makes 
further atrocity easier. They summarize this line of thought in these terms: 

Organizational culture exerts powerful influence over individual behavior, because of both the 
reward structure and humans’ need to belong, but also significantly because the individual 
looks to those around him or her to determine what is right and what is wrong. (chapter 1) 

Significantly, the authors emphasize that these dynamics can support "extreme evil" (killing 
squads) as well as more mundane forms of unethical organizational behavior (taking 
advantage of gullible elderly clients).  

In their contribution to the volume Guy Adams and Danny Balfour provide more detail 
about how organizations contribute to largescale evil-doing ("The Dynamics of 
Administrative Evil in Organizations"):  

What distinguishes administrative evil from other forms of evil is that its consequences are 
masked within the ethos of technical rationality. Ordinary people might simply be acting 
appropriately in their organizational role, just doing what is expected of them while 
participating in what a critical observer (usually well after the fact) would call evil. (chapter 
2) … 

With diffuse and scattered information, literally no one in the organization might have a 
complete enough picture to adequately comprehend the destructive activity to try to reverse 
course. Those who have enough of a picture to perceive that something is wrong might well 
assume that higher management must be aware of the problem and has chosen to do nothing 
about it. (chapter 2) ... 



While the psychological incentive to deny and cover up are clearly powerful, individuals in the 
organization have made a fundamental shift at the turning point from engaging in harmful or 
evil activities unknowingly to doing so knowingly. This has been termed the “evil turn” 
(Darley, 1996). It is evident that the incentives to cover up are socially powerful, if not indeed 
overwhelming, because it is widely known that a cover-up is highly unlikely to succeed and 
often results in the complete disclosure of the harmful or evil activities. (chapter 2) 

These points all concern the social psychology, incentives, and motivation that exist for 
participants within an organization.  

As compliance accounts of human behavior suggest, social structures and organizational roles 
are far more powerful in shaping our behavior than we typically think. Within a culture of 
technical rationality, a model of professionalism that drives out ethics and moral reasoning 
offers all too fertile soil for administrative evil to emerge. (chapter 2) 

But these authors do not appear to address the most fundamental question: are there 
features of organizations themselves that facilitate and encourage evil actions and policies in 
the world, quite apart from the intentions of the leaders of the organization? Are there 
organizational tendencies or dynamics that facilitate the capture of an organization by 
individuals or groups for evil purposes? Do evil-doers create organizations, or do 
organizations create evil-doers? 

These points raise a number of important unanswered questions about organizations and 
the doing of evil. Do organizations sometimes create novel evils, or are they simply inexact 
tools for the goals of evil leaders and executives -- transmission belts rather than motors? 
Do organizations amplify the willingness of individuals to engage in atrocious actions, or are 
they merely one relatively small source of influence on individual behavior? Does 
"organizational behavior" amount to more than an application of the Milgram results or the 
Stanford Prison Experiment results about the ways in which individual behavior is 
influenced by peers and authority figures (link)? Can we be at all precise about the role that 
organizations played in the carrying out of the Holocaust or the Holodomor? What is the 
connection between ordinary organizational functioning and the "banality of evil"? Are all 
organizations vulnerable to evil-doing, on a small scale or a large scale? 

(See earlier posts on organizational culture and corruption for relevant material from Edgar 
Schein, Robert Klitgaard, and David Hess.) 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2013/06/lack-of-character.html
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H I S T O R I C A L  E V I L S  O F  T H E  2 0 T H  
C E N T U RY  



M A S S  M U R D E R  I N  T H E  B O R D E R L A N D S  

 

The facts of mass murder in eastern Europe in the 1930s through the 1950s are simply too 
horrific to fully absorb. These decades include the mass killings of millions of Jewish men, 
women, and children by the Nazi state and military and their collaborators in territories 
they conquered in eastern Europe -- the Holocaust. And they include the murder by Stalin 
and the deliberate policies of the Soviet state of further millions of peasants, Poles, and 
other ethnic minority populations in Ukraine, Belarus, and the Baltic states -- the 
Holodomor. Anne Applebaum's recent Red Famine: Stalin's War on Ukraine chronicles 
Stalin's war of starvation against the small farmers of the Ukraine and the deaths by hunger 
of almost four million people, the Holodomor. Applebaum's Gulag: A History provides a 
vivid and horrific account of the story of Stalin's prison camps and labor camps where his 
regime sent millions of "class enemies" to labor and often to die (link). 

An earlier post discussed Tim Snyder's 2010 book Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and 
Stalin, which treats the almost unlimited mass killings of eastern Europe. Alexander 
Prusin's 2010 book The Lands Between: Conflict in the East European Borderlands, 
1870-1992 treats roughly the same region over a longer time period (1870-1992), largely 
the same regimes of killing, and a somewhat different historiographic orientation. 

Prusin describes his historical methodology in these terms. 

The main methodology employed in this study can be dubbed 'integral' -- namely, it neither 
attempts to provide a detailed description of each borderland region, nor to illuminate all 
political and socio-economic changes that transpired in the borderlands as a whole. Rather it 
intends to create a larger synthetic narrative and analytical framework that encompasses all 
the borderlands as a specific region, giving it the appearance of a particular zone, within a 
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specific time-frame and across whatever arbitrary and usually quite provisional international 
borders that had been determined by external or internal forces. (7) 

Thus Prusin (like Snyder) defines his subject matter as a region rather than a nation or 
collection of nations. The national borders that exist within the region are of less 
importance in his account than the facts of ethnic, religious, and community disparities that 
are evident across the region. He chooses the concept of "borderlands" to capture the region 
he treats. 

The term 'borderlands' here is applied in a geographical rather than in an ethnographic sense 
and implies as a spatial concept, a zone of overlapping, co-habitation, and contact between 
different polities, cultures, and peoples. In comparison, the more ideological term 'frontier' 
would denote a fluid zone within or outside of the state-organized society, even if bounded by 
clearly marked political boundaries. (10)  ... 

By the turn of the twentieth century approximately 16,352,000 people lived in the 
borderlands, including 10,809,000 on the Russian and 5,542,000 on the Austro-Hungarian 
side of the border. Situated on the fringes of the empires, the borderlands were 'incomplete 
societies', where modernity coexisted with the outdated socio-economic structures and socio-
economic inequalities coincided with ethno-cultural categories, often defined in terms of 
religion. (38) 

Snyder emphasizes the breakdown of state institutions in these "borderland" nations as a 
crucial determinant of the regimes of mass killing that ensued. Prusin too looks to the states 
-- Germany and the USSR -- and argues that these states, and their leaders and 
bureaucracies of killing, were the "main instigators of violence". The two views are 
complementary: when intact, state institutions in Ukraine, Poland, or Lithuania had some 
autonomous ability to subvert or ignore the murderous policies of the Nazi and Soviet 
states. Once destroyed, the local impulses of lethal anti-Semitism and the organized 
strategies of the German military occupiers spelt doom for millions of Jews and other 
victims. 

The Soviet and German rule in the borderlands followed the same methods of eradicating 
'class-enemies' or the racially 'inferior' ethnic groups. Both states greatly facilitated internal 
conflicts by encouraging latent hostilities and creating an environment in which inter-
communal violence was conceived as a legitimate means and could assume a genocidal 



character. This study, accordingly, accentuates the role of the state as the main instigator of 
violence. (Prusin, 5) 

Here is Prusin's map of the borderlands in 1920-1939: 

 
Snyder's map of the bloodlands picks out essentially the same region as the "borderlands" 
delineated by Prusin. 

 
Image: Snyder, Bloodlands 

Prusin gives a great deal of attention to the ethnic groups and relationships (as well as 
antagonisms) that existed across each of the national jurisdictions of these borderland 



nations ("the amazing heterogeneity of the borderlands"; 15), as well as the empires 
(Russian and Austrian, and earlier, the Ottoman) that dominated the region for a century 
prior to the shattering associated with the end of the Great War into the 1930s. Prusin finds 
that the borderlands were exceptionally violent when it came to war and largescale conflict: 

The frontier wars displayed the appalling combination of extreme violence such as pogroms, 
massacres, the murder of prisoners of war, and collective reprisals. Violence thrived within 
and without clear ideology foundations and it was committed in the name of ideology as 
well as base human instincts. Its most disturbing aspect, and arguably its most profound 
cause, was that in many instances the state structure ceased to exist. (87) 

Mass killings and pogroms were familiar in the borderlands. But the German invasion of the 
USSR in June 1941 led to killings of many groups, including especially Jews, on a huge scale. 

Since the mechanisms of the Holocaust in the different regions of the borderlands are 
discussed in numerous studies, this chapter focuses on the attitudes of the local population 
towards the situation of the Jews.... Local volunteers constituted a fraction of the 
populations in which they lived, but their involvement cut across social status, educational 
level, creed, and age, and entailed a variety of motives. While the political aspirations of the 
nationalist groups that were particularly active in the initial stages of the war diverged from 
the Nazi ideological objectives, their interests effectively converged in the elimination of the 
Jews as ideological enemies or socio-economic rivals. (150) 

Writ large, Prusin's account of German invasion and occupation mirrors that of Jan Gross in 
Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland (link). He notes, 
for example, that the mass executions of prisoners and class enemies committed by the 
Soviets as they retreated in face of the German armies were attributed to the Jews, and led 
to horrific reprisal mass killings of Jews. Prusin believes that the massive killings of Jews 
that occurred in the region were the result of the intersection of Nazi strategic aims 
(elimination of the Jews) and local antagonisms towards the Jewish population in these 
countries that could be triggered into a frenzy of mass killings. 

It can be argued, however, that the combination of these factors was at the core of the pogroms. 
Since the annihilation of Jews was inseparable from the Nazi military and ideological 
preparations for the war, the invasion of the Soviet Union created a particularly murderous 
environment -- aptly named the 'Jedwabne state' by a prominent Polish historian -- whereby 
anti-Semitism and anti-Jewish violence were officially structured and integrated into the 
emerging pattern of the Holocaust. Where the Germans and Romanians did not partake 
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directly in the pogroms, they acted as organizers and overseers, guiding and encouraging 
native-driven violence as long as it was directed against the specific target -- Jews. (154) 

The initial period of "spontaneous" attacks on Jewish communities was followed in areas of 
Nazi occupation with organized systems for mass killing. These systems depended upon 
German leadership and organization, but also depended on large numbers of local 
volunteers who populated units assigned to eliminating Jews. 

With the front moving eastward, the offices of the security and the Order Police commanders 
oversaw the reorganization of the native police forces that were to be deployed for regular 
duties, anti-partisan operations, and ultimately for the liquidation of Jews.... The constant 
shortage of German manpower was but one problem that the native auxiliaries helped resolve. 
As important was their ability and willingness to carry out the murder of thousands of men, 
women, and children, at least partially reducing the psychological stress and physical fatigue 
endured by the German police and security functionaries deployed in carrying out such tasks. 
Indeed, in any place where the 'Final Solution' was carried out, the role of the native policemen 
was crucial.... Some of the native police details smoothly mutated into proficient and zealous 
killing squads such as the notorious Arājs commando, which drove through Latvia and 
murdered at least 26,000 Jews." (169-170) 

There is one striking topic where Prusin's book differs from Snyder's Bloodlands: the mass 
starvation in Ukraine in 1932-33 created by Stalin as a way of destroying "class enemies of 
the Soviet state" -- the Holodomor. This is a central topic in Bloodlands, but it receives no 
meaningful treatment in The Lands Between. Why is this? It seems as though it is a result of 
the way that Prusin defines his topic. Prusin's book addresses mass killing in the 
borderlands region; but its primary focus is on mass-killing and extermination as policies by 
states at war. Prusin provides detail about the wartime policies and actions of the Nazi 
military and the Soviet Union and Red Army in its treatment of the peoples of the Baltics, 
Ukraine, Poland, and the other parts of this tormented region, but the internal use of mass 
killing through starvation by Stalin is not part of his definition of the scope of the book -- 
apparently because at the time of this event, the people and territory were part of the Soviet 
Union. Prusin refers to a later period of famine in Ukraine caused by German military 
commanders (166), but he refers to the much larger Soviet famine of 1932-33 in just a 
single sentence: "By controlling food supplies, the state had at its disposal a powerful 
weapon to combat potential resistance, and in the early 1930s the Soviet government 
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demonstrated its willingness to use this weapon to starve millions to death" (215). Here is a 
map of the extent of starvation in 1932-33: 

 
The omission is perplexing. This region falls squarely within the borderlands that are the 
focus of Prusin's book. So why was it not part of the story that Prusin tells? Apparently 
simply because it was at that time a part of a powerful nation, the USSR, and not the result, 
directly or indirectly, of inter-state war. Ukraine was no longer a borderland but a national 
possession. 

Prusin's book is an important contribution, and it is a good complement to Snyder’s 
Bloodlands. In a very real sense each book sheds light that the other does not choose to 
discuss at all. 

*    *    * 

Prusin offers a quotation from Nicholai Bukharin, leading figure/victim in the Moscow show 
trials, that is grimly ironic eighty years later: 

In the words of a prominent Soviet theoretician, Nicholai Bukharin, "however paradoxical it 
sounds, proletarian oppression (принуждение) in all its forms from executions to forced 
labour, is a method of the separating and forging the communist humankind from the 
capitalist epoch." (141) 



So tovarishch [comrade] Bukharin, you pronounced your own death sentence under the 
banner of принуждение ... a term that is also translated as compulsion, coercion, 
constraint, duress, and forcing. In Moscow 1938 it meant a bullet in the back of the neck 
(link). 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2009/12/koestlers-nightmares.html


N E W  T H I N K I N G  A B O U T  E U R O P E A N  G E N O C I D E  A N D  T H E  
H O L O C A U S T  

 
Image: names of Holocaust victims 

It sometimes seems that some questions in history are resolved, finished, and understood. 
At various times the industrial revolution, the outbreak of World War I, and the French war 
in Indochina fell in this category. And then a new generation of historians comes along and 
questions the assumptions and certainties of their predecessors, and offers new theories and 
interpretations of these apparently familiar historical happenings. the narrative changes, and 
we understand the historical happenings differently. Sometimes it is a matter of new 
evidence, sometimes it is a reframing of old assumptions about the time and place of the 
happening, and sometimes it is a shift from agency to structure (or the reverse). And 
sometimes it is the result of new thinking about the concepts and methods of history itself 
-- how historians should proceed in researching and explaining complex events in the past. 

The occurrence and causes of the Holocaust seem to fall in this category of important 
historical realignment in the past twenty years. After a period of several decades in which 
the central facts of Nazi war against Europe's Jews were thought to be understood -- horrible 
as those facts are -- but beyond any serious doubt about causes, extent, and consequences. 
Perhaps Raul Hilberg’s The Destruction of the European Jews, first published in 1961, 
captured that postwar historical consensus; Lucy Dawidowicz’s The War Against the Jews, 
1933–1945 (1975) falls in that early wave of scholarship as well. But recent historians have 
offered new ways of thinking about the Nazi plan of extermination, and important new 
insights have emerged. 
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Where did the Holocaust take place? 

One of those groundbreaking historians is Tim Snyder, with his books Bloodlands: Europe 
Between Hitler and Stalin and Black Earth: The Holocaust as History and Warning. Snyder 
argues that the Nazi war of extermination against the Jews has been importantly 
misunderstood -- too centered on Germany, when the majority of genocide and murder 
occurred further east, in the lands that he calls the "bloodlands"; largely focused on 
extermination camps, whereas most killing of Jews occurred near the cities and villages 
where they lived, and most commonly by gunfire; insufficiently attentive to the relationship 
between extermination of people and destruction of the institutions of state in subject 
countries; and without sufficient attention to Hitler's own worldview, within which the Nazi 
war of extermination against Europe's Jews was framed. And perhaps most striking, Snyder 
links the mass killings of Jews with the almost equally numerous mass killings by the Soviet 
state of peasants, Poles, Ukrainians, and other non-Russians in the same region. Here is 
Snyder's delineation of the bloodlands and the re-centering that he proposes for the way that 
we think about the Holocaust: 

The bloodlands were where most of Europe’s Jews lived, where Hitler and Stalin’s imperial 
plans overlapped, where the Wehrmacht and the Red Army fought, and where the Soviet 
NKVD and the German SS concentrated their forces. Most killing sites were in the bloodlands: 
in the political geography of the 1930s and early 1940s, this meant Poland, the Baltic States, 
Soviet Belarus, Soviet Ukraine, and the western fringe of Soviet Russia. Stalin’s crimes are 
often associated with Russia, and Hitler’s with Germany. But the deadliest part of the Soviet 
Union was its non-Russian periphery, and Nazis generally killed beyond Germany. The horror 
of the twentieth century is thought to be located in the camps. But the concentration camps are 
not where most of the victims of National Socialism and Stalinism died. These 
misunderstandings regarding the sites and methods of mass killing prevent us from perceiving 
the horror of the twentieth century. (kl 444) 

Here is a map in which Snyder indicates the scope of the bloodlands of slaughter. 
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Snyder's approach to the Nazi war of extermination against the Jews in Bloodlands is striking 
and original, but the approach it takes is not unique. Alexander Prusin's The Lands Between: 
Conflict in the East European Borderlands, 1870-1992 conceptualizes the topic of mass 
murder in the period 1933-1945 in much the same geographical terms. Here is the abstract 
of Prusin's book: 

ABSTRACT The book traces the turbulent history of the borderlands that before World War 
constituted the frontier-zones between the Austro-Hungarian, German, and Russian empires 
and in the course of the twentieth-century changed hands several times. It subscribes to the 
notion that internal socio-economic cleavages and ethnic rivalries — the most common 
patterns to the East European landscape — were at the root of conflicts in the borderlands. 
However, its dominating thrust is predicated upon the notion that the borderlands' ethno-
cultural diversity was in basic conflict with the nationalizing policies of the states that 
dominated the region. In peacetime, when the state's control over all forms of social relations 
was unchallenged, it acted as the highest arbitrator, manipulating the conflicting claims of 
rival groups and maintaining relative stability in its domain. But in the time of crisis, when 
the state's resources became strained to the limit, suspicions of the groups deemed less loyal to 
the state blurred the concept of internal and external enemies and entailed the persecution of 
allegedly ‘corrosive’ ethnic elements. Simultaneously, state-violence was sustained and 
exacerbated by popular participation and acquired its own destructive logic, mutating into a 
vicious cycle of ethnic conflicts and civil wars. 

Christian Gerlach reviews the two books together in American Historical Review (link). 
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Large factors that have been overlooked 

In Black Earth Snyder offers another kind of re-centering of the Holocaust, this time by 
attempting to identify the consistent worldview through which Hitler came to put the 
extermination of the Jews (of the entire world) as his most important goal. Snyder refers to 
this as Hitler's anti-scientific "ecological" theory of race, in which Hitler attributes 
everything bad in the world to the Jewish people. He places Hitler's ideas about 
"Lebensraum" into the context of this batty ecological thinking. So Snyder makes a point 
about anti-Semitism: was Hitler just another instance of a European anti-Semite, carried to a 
lunatic extreme? And Snyder's view is that the truth is much more horrible. Hitler's war on 
the Jews derived from a deeply held worldview, not a superficial cultural attitude. 

Snyder also introduces a new line of interpretation of the causes of the Final Solution by 
emphasizing that mass murder by the Nazi regime depended crucially on destroying the 
state institutions of other countries that might otherwise have interfered with the mass 
murder of their Jewish citizens. 

In 1935, German Jews had been reduced to second-class citizens. In 1938, some Nazis 
discovered that the most effective way to separate Jews from the protection of the state was to 
destroy the state. Any legal discrimination would be complicated by its unforeseen 
consequences for other aspects of the law and in bureaucratic practice. Even matters that might 
seem simple, such as expropriation and emigration, proceeded rather slowly in Nazi Germany. 
When Austria was destroyed, by contrast, Austria’s Jews no longer enjoyed any state 
protection and were victimized by a majority that wished to distance itself from the past and 
align itself with the future. Statelessness opened a window of opportunity for those who were 
ready for violence and theft. (Black Earth, pp. 84-85). 

Snyder believes that these attempts at refocusing the way we understand the Holocaust lead 
to a conclusion: bad as we thought the Holocaust was, it was much, much worse. Referring 
to the Red Army photographs and films of German concentration camps that reached the 
West, he writes: "Horrible though these images were, they were only hints at the history of 
the bloodlands. They are not the whole story; sadly, they are not even an 
introduction" (Bloodlands, kl 476). 

Both of Snyder's books have been controversial in the field of Holocaust studies. Some 
critics are concerned that Snyder diminishes the significance of Nazi extermination of the 
Jewish people by intermingling his treatment with Stalin's campaigns of mass murder 
against peasants, Poles, and other enemies (e.g. Thomas Kühne's excellent review in 



Contemporary European History; link). Kühne also faults Snyder for subscribing to the "Great 
Man" theory of history, while paying little attention to the agency of ordinary people in the 
conduct of mass murder. Kühne writes, "The two Great Men who made the history of the 
‘bloodlands’ are Hitler and Stalin, of course." Others have criticized Black Earth for a leaving 
a sort of disjunct between the theoretical claims of the opening chapters and the actual 
historical narrative in the substantive center of the book (e.g. Mark Roseman's review in 
American Historical Review; link). 

Ordinary perpetrators 

Kühne's point about "agency" within mass murder identifies another important theme in 
Holocaust scholarship since 1980 or so -- the motivations of the ordinary people who 
participated in the machinery of mass murder. A number of historians and sociologists have 
asked fundamental questions: who were the "front-line workers" of the machinery of 
murder? What were their motives? Were they Nazi ideologues? Were they coerced? Was 
there some other basis for their compliance (and eagerness) in the horrible work of murder? 
Kühne's own book The Rise and Fall of Comradeship: Hitler's Soldiers, Male Bonding and 
Mass Violence in the Twentieth Century takes up this theme. And a major field of research 
into ordinary behavior during the Holocaust was made possible by the availability of 
investigative files concerning the actions of a Hamburg police unit that was assigned special 
duties as "Order Police" in Poland in 1940. These duties amounted to collecting and 
massacring large numbers of Jewish men, women, and children. Christopher Browning’s 
Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland (1992) made 
extensive use of investigatory files and testimonies of the men of Reserve Police Battalion 
101 and came to fairly shocking conclusions: very ordinary, middle-aged, apolitical men of 
the police unit picked up the work of murder and extermination with zeal and efficiency. 
They were not coerced, they were not indoctrinated, and they were not deranged; and yet 
they turned to the work of mass murder with enthusiasm. A small percentage of the men of 
the unit declined the shooting assignments; but the great majority did not. 

At Józefów a mere dozen men out of nearly 500 had responded instinctively to Major Trapp’s 
offer to step forward and excuse themselves from the impending mass murder. Why was the 
number of men who from the beginning declared themselves unwilling to shoot so small? In 
part, it was a matter of the suddenness. There was no forewarning or time to think, as the men 
were totally “surprised” by the Józefów action. Unless they were able to react to Trapp’s offer 
on the spur of the moment, this first opportunity was lost. As important as the lack of time for 
reflection was the pressure for conformity—the basic identification of men in uniform with 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/contemporary-european-history/article/great-men-and-large-numbers-undertheorising-a-history-of-mass-killing/E691614E8DD07FCA07C3C43C521FACFE
https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article-abstract/121/3/899/2582209
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1107658284/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1107658284&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=c83be59a1a596f27522f172ce0401e7a
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1107658284/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1107658284&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=c83be59a1a596f27522f172ce0401e7a
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1107658284/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1107658284&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=c83be59a1a596f27522f172ce0401e7a
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0062303023/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0062303023&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=334ec9013bdee42e9859542e34e70908


their comrades and the strong urge not to separate themselves from the group by stepping out. 
(74) 

Daniel Goldhagen’s Hitler's Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (1996) used 
mostly the same materials but came to even more challenging conclusions -- that a deep and 
historically unique kind of anti-Semitism in Germany underlay the entire structure of mass 
murder. 

It is my contention that [explaining their actions] cannot be done unless such an analysis is 
embedded in an understanding of German society before and during its Nazi period, 
particularly of the political culture that produced the perpetrators and their actions. This has 
been notably absent from attempts to explain the perpetrators' actions, and has doomed these 
attempts to providing situational explanations, ones that focus almost exclusively on 
institutional and immediate social psychological influences, often conceived of as irresistible 
pressures. (7) 

There is not a very large difference in substance between the books by Browning and 
Goldhagen: ordinary men did horrible things, knowing that they were horrible. But these 
books created a large debate among historians. (Here is a symposium organized by the 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum including extensive contributions by Goldhagen 
and Browning; link.) 

Another important example of research on "ordinary people committing mass murder" is Jan 
Gross’s Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland. Gross provides a 
case study of a single massacre of Jews in a small Polish town during the Nazi occupation, 
but not ordered or directed by the German occupation. Instead, it was a local, indigenous 
action by non-Jewish residents in the town who gathered up their Jewish neighbors, forced 
them into a barn, and burned the barn, killing about 1600 Jewish men, women, and 
children. What were their motives? Gross refers to a culture of anti-Semitism at the local 
level; but he also refers to an eagerness on the part of non-Jewish townspeople to 
expropriate the property of the Jewish victims. (Here is a valuable article in Slavic Review by 
Janine Holc (link).) Gross raises the question of individual responsibility, but as Hole 
observes, he is ambiguous about how he views individual, collective, and national 
responsibility in this case, or in the larger tragedy of the extermination of Poland's Jewish 
population (456). Anna Bikont's recent investigative book The Crime and the Silence: 
Confronting the Massacre of Jews in Wartime Jedwabne validates almost every detail of Gross's 
original narrative. Here is a review of The Crime and the Silence in the New York Times (link). 
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So what do these new contributions to the historical study of the Holocaust matter? For all 
of us, they matter because they promise to provide a deeper, more nuanced understanding of 
how this horrific part of our recent past came to be -- the institutional, political, ideological, 
and local circumstances that facilitated the mass murder of the majority of Europe's Jewish 
population. And there are contemporary consequences that should be considered: does the 
extremism that is found in radical populism in so many countries, including the United 
States, create the possibility of horrific actions by states and peoples in the twenty-first 
century as well? Snyder apparently believes so, at least insofar as a slide from democracy 
into authoritarian government based on nationalistic ideologies is a possibility (On Tyranny: 
Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century). 

These new developments in the field of Holocaust history also create an important reminder 
for historians: historical events are large, complex, multifaceted, and conjunctural. This 
means that our understanding of these events, both large and small, can always be 
improved, and sometimes progress in our understanding involves large shifts in perspective 
and analysis. We see things differently after reading some of these historians. For example, 
we may be led to think of the occurrence in different spatial or temporal terms. Was the 
story of the extermination of Europe's Jews a German story or a story located on a large, 
multinational map? Is it best told through national histories or a more synthetic approach? 
Are extermination camps the most important parts of the story, or are the many thousands 
of sites at which organized killing occurred more important? Can the story be told in broad 
strokes at a high level, or does it depend crucially on the micro-processes through which it 
came about? How much do we need to know about the motivations of participants at the 
high level and the street level? 

Thomas Kuhn demonstrated that the natural sciences (physics, chemistry, biology) undergo 
paradigm shifts, following which we view the natural world differently and investigate it 
with different tools. Current developments in historical research on the Holocaust support 
the idea that historical thinking too undergoes paradigm shifts. 

(An interesting resource on the topic of new research on the Holocaust is the Defending 
History website (link). Based in Lithuania, this site is dedicated to maintaining high-quality 
historical understanding of the Holocaust and resisting the resurgence of new forms of 
extremist rightwing anti-Semitism.) 
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T H E  G U L A G  

 

The ruthless authoritarianism and tyranny of Stalinist rule depended on a leader, a party, 
and a set of institutions that worked to terrorize and repress the population of the USSR. 
The NKVD (the system of internal security police that enforced Stalin's repression), a justice 
system that was embodied in the Moscow Show Trials of 1936-38, and especially the system 
of forced labor and prison camps that came to be known as the Gulag were the sharp end of 
the stick -- the machinery of repression through which a population of several hundred 
million people were controlled, imprisoned, and repressed. And, like the Nazi regime, Stalin 
used the slave labor of the camps to contribute to the economic output of the Soviet 
economy. 

Anne Applebaum's  Gulag: A History  is a detailed and honest history of the Gulag and its 
role in maintaining Soviet dictatorship. Here is her summary description of the Gulag: 

Literally, the word GULAG is an acronym, meaning  Glavnoe Upravlenie Lagerei, or Main Camp 
Administration. Over time, the word “Gulag” has also come to signify not only the administration of the 
concentration camps but also the system of Soviet slave labor itself, in all its forms and varieties: labor 
camps, punishment camps, criminal and political camps, women’s camps, children’s camps, transit camps. 
Even more broadly, “Gulag” has come to mean the Soviet repressive system itself, the set of procedures that 
prisoners once called the “meat-grinder”: the arrests, the interrogations, the transport in unheated cattle 
cars, the forced labor, the destruction of families, the years spent in exile, the early and unnecessary 
deaths. (13) 

Here is a map of the locations of thousands of camps in the Gulag, according to the 
Gulag.online museum (link). (This site is worth visiting and exploring.) It is remarkable 
how many of the camps are in the borderlands or bloodlands of eastern Europe, Ukraine, 
and Baltic states as defined by Prusin and Snyder. 
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Applebaum estimates that roughly two million prisoners inhabited the camps at a time in 
the 1940s, and that as many as 18 million people had passed through the camps by 1953 
(13). And the economic role of the Gulag was considerable: 

By that time the camps had come to play a central role in the Soviet economy. They produced a third of the 
country’s gold, much of its coal and timber, and a great deal of almost everything else. In the course of the 
Soviet Union’s existence, at least 476 distinct camp complexes came into being, consisting of thousands of 
individual camps, each of which contained anywhere from a few hundred to many thousands of people. 
The prisoners worked in almost every industry imaginable—logging, mining, construction, factory work, 
farming, the designing of airplanes and artillery—and lived, in effect, in a country within a country, 
almost a separate civilization. (13) 

Applebaum makes a crucial and important point about historical knowledge as she frames 
her attempt to put together the history of the Gulag: the inherent incompleteness of 
historical understanding and the mechanisms of overlooking and forgetting that get in the 
way of historical honesty. She notes that public knowledge of the camps outside the Soviet 
Union was available, but was de-dramatized and treated as a fairly minor part of the reality 
of the USSR. 

Yet although they lasted as long as the Soviet Union itself, and although many millions of people passed 
through them, the true history of the Soviet Union’s concentration camps was, until recently, not at all 
well known. By some measures, it is still not known. Even the bare facts recited above, although by now 
familiar to most Western scholars of Soviet history, have not filtered into Western popular consciousness. 
“Human knowledge,” once wrote Pierre Rigoulot, the French historian of communism, “doesn’t 
accumulate like the bricks of a wall, which grows regularly, according to the work of the mason. Its 



development, but also its stagnation or retreat, depends on the social, cultural and political framework.” 
(16) 

The reality -- that the USSR embodied and depended upon a massive set of concentrations 
camps where millions of people were enslaved and killed -- was never a major part of the 
Western conception of the USSR. She comments, "far more common, however, is a reaction 
of boredom or indifference to Stalinist terror" (18), and she quotes the odious Jean-Paul 
Sartre, apologist for Stalinism to the end: 

“As we were not members of the Party,” he once wrote, “it was not our duty to write about Soviet labor 
camps; we were free to remain aloof from the quarrels over the nature of the system, provided no events of 
sociological significance occurred.” On another occasion, he told Albert Camus that “Like you, I find these 
camps intolerable, but I find equally intolerable the use made of them every day in the bourgeois press.” 
(18) 

It is interesting though not surprising to know that there were a number of major rebellions 
in large camps in the Gulag, which Applebaum describes in a chapter called "The Zeks' 
Revolution". The largest of these was the Kengir uprising in Kazakhstan. This rebellion 
occurred in spring 1954 (after the death of Stalin) and was put down some 40 days later by 
overwhelming military force, including tanks. Solzhenitsyn provided an extensive 
description of this uprising in the third volume of  Gulag Archipelago  in a chapter titled "The 
forty days of Kengir" (link). (Here is an analysis of the Kengir uprising by Steven Barnes in  
Slavic Review;  link.) 

Wide knowledge in the West of the scope and specific human catastrophe of the Gulag was 
first made available by Aleksandr Isayevich Solzhenitsyn in  The Gulag Archipelago, first 
published in Russian and English in 1973. And he wrote, not as an investigative journalist, 
but as a former prisoner, a  zek. While serving in the Red Army in 1945 Aleksandr Isayevich 
was convicted of anti-Soviet propaganda under Article 58 and sentenced to eight years of 
forced labor. He spent the full eight years in several different camps in the Gulag, from 1945 
to 1956. Following his release he lived in internal exile in Kazakhstan for several years 
before being pardoned by Nikita Khrushchev. 

Here are the opening lines of  The Gulag Archipelago: 

How do people get to this clandestine Archipelago? Hour by hour planes fly there, ships steer their course 
there, and trains thunder off to it-but all with nary a mark on them to tell of their destination. And at 
ticket windows or at travel bureaus for Soviet or foreign tourists the employees would be astounded if you 
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were to ask for a ticket to go there. They know nothing and they've never heard of the Archipelago as a 
whole or of anyone of its innumerable islands. 

Those who go to the Archipelago to administer it get there via the training schools of the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs. Those who go there to be guards are conscripted via the military conscription centers. 

And those who, like you and me, dear reader, go there to die, must get there solely and compulsorily via 
arrest. 

Arrest! Need it be said that it is a breaking point in your life, a bolt of lightning which has scored a direct 
hit on you? That it is an unassimilable spiritual earthquake not every person can cope with, as a result of 
which people often slip into insanity? 

The Universe has as many different centers as there are living beings in it. Each of us is a center of the 
Universe, and that Universe is shattered when they hiss at you: "You are under arrest." 

If you are arrested, can anything else remain unshattered by this cataclysm? 

In 1978 -- thirty-three years after his own arrest at the German front while serving as a 
decorated combat officer in the Red Army -- Solzhenitsyn gave the commencement  address  
at Harvard University, and he offered these important words about hard truths: 

Harvard's motto is "VERITAS." Many of you have already found out and others will find out in the course 
of their lives that truth eludes us as soon as our concentration begins to flag, all the while leaving the 
illusion that we are continuing to pursue it. This is the source of much discord. Also, truth seldom is sweet; 
it is almost invariably bitter. A measure of truth is included in my speech today, but I offer it as a friend, 
not as an adversary. 

... 

A decline in courage may be the most striking feature that an outside observer notices in the West today. 
The Western world has lost its civic courage, both as a whole and separately, in each country, in each 
government, in each political party, and, of course, in the United Nations. Such a decline in courage is 
particularly noticeable among the ruling and intellectual elites, causing an impression of a loss of courage 
by the entire society. There are many courageous individuals, but they have no determining influence on 
public life. 

Political and intellectual functionaries exhibit this depression, passivity, and perplexity in their actions 
and in their statements, and even more so in their self-serving rationales as to how realistic, reasonable, 
and intellectually and even morally justified it is to base state policies on weakness and cowardice. And the 
decline in courage, at times attaining what could be termed a lack of manhood, is ironically emphasized by 

https://www.orthodoxytoday.org/articles/SolzhenitsynHarvard.php


occasional outbursts and inflexibility on the part of those same functionaries when dealing with weak 
governments and with countries that lack support, or with doomed currents which clearly cannot offer 
resistance. But they get tongue-tied and paralyzed when they deal with powerful governments and 
threatening forces, with aggressors and international terrorists. 

The primary truths that Solzhenitsyn addressed that afternoon in Cambridge concerned the 
realities of colonialism and the Cold War and the moral failures of Western intellectuals and 
political leaders to confront authoritarianism and injustice. These are important words for 
us in the United States today; both truth and courage are called for. But beyond the present, 
these ideas underline the importance of the honest historical writings of scholars like 
Snyder, Judt, Applebaum, Gross, and Prusin in describing the catastrophes of the twentieth 
century. Solzhenitsyn himself demonstrated that courage and that commitment to revealing 
the truth about a gigantic and secret system of repression. 

 

source:  Russia Beyond 
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H O W  J I M  C R O W  W O R K E D  

 

Understanding history is partly about understanding some of the dry facts of social 
sequence and cause and effect in the making of various periods of historical change. But it is 
also about coming to a more visceral understanding of the human realities of the events that 
historians describe.  This is particularly true in the history of the American Civil Rights 
movement. How can we come to have a more vivid understanding of those events and social 
unfoldings? 

Most white Americans have a very limited understanding of the real social setting in the 
South of the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s and 60s. We know it was a struggle for 
equality and freedom, and we know that racism and segregation were key elements of the 
situation of African Americans in their everyday lives. But mostly we don't know the 
systematic violence and racial hatred that served to stabilize those social relations of 
inequality in cities, towns, and rural areas throughout the South. 

And yet a social order based on subordination and degradation of a whole people requires a 
heavy use of coercion to survive.  This coercion was provided by the local and regional 
organizations of white supremacists who enforced the social order of the Jim Crow South. 

White supremacist organizations are today an extremist fringe in American politics. They 
are dangerous and violent, but they do not appeal to the great majority of the American 
population. But in the 1950s white supremacy was a viable and widespread ideology, and 
white supremacist groups were mass-based and powerful organizations that were very 
explicitly devoted to maintaining segregation and the subordinate status of African 
Americans. They were explicitly racist and they were also explicitly committed to using all 



means necessary to resist integration and the extension of full equality to African 
Americans. These organizations were key to enforcement of the rules of racial separation 
and behavior in the South.  Key among these were the White Citizens' Councils in various 
southern states. And many southern politicians were open advocates of the ideology and 
rhetoric of WCC in the 1950s and 1960s -- often under the rhetoric of "states' 
rights."  (Former Mississippi governor Haley Barbour created a stir in 2010 when he recalled 
his own perceptions of the WCCs in nostalgic terms; link.) 

Here is a description of the WCCs from an encyclopedia on the Civil Rights movement 
maintained at Stanford: 

In response to the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision ending school segregation, white 
segregationists throughout the South created the White Citizens’ Councils (WCC). These local groups 
typically drew a more middle and upper class membership than the Ku Klux Klan and, in addition to using 
violence and intimidation to counter civil rights goals, they sought to economically and socially oppress 
blacks. Martin Luther King faced WCC attacks as soon as the Montgomery bus boycott, began and was a 
target of these groups throughout his career. 

(It is interesting that I. F. Stone began writing about the violent and racist nature of the 
WCC almost as soon as it was formed (link).) 

What this shows is that at a relatively recent time in the history of the United States these 
organizations competed in the full light of day, without embarrassment, and with a rhetoric 
that encouraged violent enforcement of the racial status quo. To see video of the faces of the 
young men and women who opposed the integration of the Little Rock schools following the 
Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, is to see a kind of widespread, committed 
hatred of another social group that is more familiar to us from Rwanda or Bosnia. (Here is a 
short clip of the integration of Central High School from Eyes on the Prize; link.) The murder 
of Emmett Till in 1955 is just the most extreme example of this kind of murderous hatred 
and ferocious defense of the racial order. (The murderer of Medgar Evers was a member of 
the Citizens' Council.) 

There are several hard and important questions raised by this history. How could an 
otherwise decent society have created the willing participation of so many millions of people 
in such a cruel and unjust system? Where did the virulence of the emotions of racism and 
aggression come from? How is it that the moral culture of the American south was such a 
fertile and welcoming ground for organizations like the White Citizens Councils and the Ku 
Klux Klan? And most crucially -- can these strands of hated, intolerance, and violence 
emerge again? 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/21/us/politics/21barbour.html?_r=1
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This last question is perhaps the most urgent one.  Are racism and white supremacy once 
again threatening to become parts of mainstream politics? The NAACP has tracked 
connections between the modern descendant of the White Citizens Councils, the Council of 
Conservative Citizens, and the Tea Party (link). There are some very notable connections. 
This suggests that white supremacists continue to attempt to achieve their goals through 
politics and political mobilization.  The anti-immigrant rhetoric of some strands of 
contemporary conservative thought, the hyperbolic opposition to Federal legislation for 
equality of rights, and the equation of a politics of equality with "Communism" all have 
enormous resonance with the racialized platforms of the WCCs of the 1960s. 

(The Southern Poverty Law Center does very important work in monitoring these hate-
based organizations.  Here is their report on the Council of Conservative Citizens. The Anti-
Defamation League also does great work in this area. Here is their report on the role of the 
Ku Klux Klan during the 1950s and 1960s.) 

http://www.naacp.org/pages/tea-party-report
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E Q U A L I T Y  A N D  V I O L E N C E  I N  A L A B A M A ,  19 6 0 S  
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Creating civil and political rights for African Americans in the 1960s required courage and 
persistence by hundreds of thousands of ordinary people.  The system of Jim Crow assured 
subordination in fundamental rights and needs for millions of rural southern black people -- 
the right to vote, the right to own property, the right to use public amenities, and the right 
to a decent education.  This system was held in place by the threat and reality of violence -- 
beatings, lynchings, shootings, and pervasive threats against individuals and families.  This 
kind of violent environment made it particularly difficult to see the road from subordination 
to equality.  The people of Lowndes County, Alabama, played a key role in this journey.  This 
is the core message of Hasan Kwame Jeffries' excellent recent book, Bloody Lowndes: Civil 
Rights and Black Power in Alabama's Black Belt.  "Bloody Lowndes" was considered the 
most repressive and most violent area of black suppression in the South.  So success in 
achieving African American voter registration and elected representation would be an 
important step forward. 

Here is how Jeffries describes the county: 

Jim Crow was a grim reality in Lowndes County, Alabama, at the beginning of 1965.  African Americans 
attended separate and unequal schools, lived in dilapidated and deteriorating housing, and toiled as 
underpaid and overworked domestics and farm laborers.  They were also completely shut out of the 
political process.  There were five thousand African Americans of voting age in the overwhelmingly black 
rural county, but not a single one was registered. (Introduction) 

Jeffries tells the story of the Lowndes County Freedom Organization (LCFO) and its effort 
to succeed in registering the black population of the county.  The struggle for equal rights in 
Lowndes County was nationally important, and SNCC activist Stokely Carmichael played a 
central role in the sustained effort.  This independent political party struggled to register 
black voters in order to gain elected offices for black candidates. The LCFO -- represented by 
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the image of the black panther -- struggled for two years against violent opposition, 
attempting to exercise rights created by the 1965 Voting Rights Act.  (Huey Newton and 
Bobby Seale eventually drew inspiration from the LCFO and its symbol in the establishment 
of the Black Panther Party in Oakland.) 

Racist violence in Lowndes County was common, and it is instructive to listen to oral 
histories of people who were there.  One example is Professor Gloria House, who 
participated in the SNCC effort to mobilize the county as a young Berkeley graduate student 
who "went south".  Here is an interview in which she offers a first-hand account of one 
particularly violent incident in Lowndes County. It is an important and dramatic testimony 
about the period. Dr. House describes the arrest of a small group of SNCC workers; their 
imprisonment in the local jail for two weeks; their release; and the murder of one of the 
SNCC workers at the hands of white extremists. 

A crucial part of the story of Lowndes County that Jeffries tells is the role that forcible 
resistance played.  The example of nonviolent protest was available, of course, through the 
strategies and actions of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr.  But in the face of shotguns, torches, and ropes, the tactics of vigils, 
demonstrations, and boycotts seemed inadequate to the task.  Part of the success of the 
LCFO movement in Lowndes County was the clear statement by ordinary people in the 
county that they would not be intimidated, and that they would defend their rights and their 
lives with force if necessary. 

It is interesting to compare Jeffries' detailed study of the struggle in Lowndes County with 
the more general treatment of the movement in Doug McAdam's Political Process and the 
Development of Black Insurgency, 1930-1970.  McAdam looks in detail at the factors across 
the South that facilitated or impeded the movement for civil and economic rights.  But 
Lowndes County doesn't come into his narrative directly.  More generally, the factor of 
"forcible resistance" doesn't play much of a role in his theoretical analysis.  Generally his 
view appears to be that forcible resistance was largely counter-productive to the movement, 
in that it stimulated vastly greater white supremacist response (142).  This question is 
worth examining in detail; there is a commonsense logic that implies that a population that 
makes clear its willingness to use force to defend itself against violence would deter violent 
attack.  So we might speculate that populations with this willingness to use force in self-
defense would be more successful in establishing a zone of rights in local society. 

It is important to recognize clearly and honestly the degree of violence that was exercised 
through the rule of the Jim Crow South, and the role that armed self-defense sometimes 
played in the struggle for equal rights.  It is one of the remarkable achievements of the 
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American civil rights movement that its leaders and followers were able to steer their course 
towards freedom in a way that ultimately quieted the appeal to violence on all sides. 

(Here is some background on Lowndes County, Alabama (link).  The ChangeDirection blog 
has a good multi-part series of posts on Stokely Carmichael's evolution as a leader in 
Lowndes County and nationally.) 

http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/face/Article.jsp?id=h-1781
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D E A C O N S  F O R  D E F E N S E  

 

Most of the story we remember of the Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s 
centers around the philosophy of non-violence espoused by Martin Luther King, Jr. and the 
major civil rights organizations like the NAACP and the SCLC.  A few historians give 
emphasis to a very different part of the movement in the South, however -- a movement that 
was based on armed self-defense by local people.  An earlier post discusses the Lowndes 
County Freedom Organization, another organization that featured armed self-defense 
against white violence as part of the struggle for political and civil rights.  Here I will reflect 
on the Deacons for Defense and Lance Hill's history of this movement The Deacons for 
Defense: Armed Resistance and the Civil Rights Movement. 

First, the silence surrounding armed self-defense.  The primary narratives of the Civil Rights 
movement do not give attention to the Deacons or the LCFO in the early years of the 
movement (the early 1960s).  Taylor Branch gives great attention to the civil rights struggles 
in Mississippi in Parting the Waters : America in the King Years 1954-63, including the 
extensive occurrence of Klan violence against civil rights workers and activists.  But the 
Deacons for Defense are not mentioned at any point.  There are occasional references to 
readiness for armed resistance to white violence; for example, following the cold-blooded 
murder of civil rights activist Herbert Lee, Branch notes that SNCC activist Bob Moses was 
uncomfortable with the guns stockpiled by E. W. Steptoe in Mississippi. 

Steptoe continued to let Moses stay with him in his house across the highway from the Hurst home, but 
Moses felt uncomfortable there because of the guns. The Steptoe farm always had been a minor arsenal, 
and Steptoe had a reputation as a magician who knew how to conceal an extra pistol or two. Now, after 
the Lee murder, Moses kept finding new guns under pillows and in bedside tables. The atmosphere was 
thick with the anticipation of a frontier shoot-out. Moses, not wishing to impose his own nonviolence on 
Steptoe, nor to have his own presence ignite the violence, retreated briefly to McComb. The aftershock of 
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the Lee murder was pervasive there too, and it added to the tension that was building over the continued 
jailing of the four young sit-in students. (511)  

But there is no discussion of the self-defense movement in Mississippi and the ideas that 
underlay the philosophy of self-defense that were the core of the Deacons for Defense. One 
possible reason for this has to do with how the narrative was framed at the time.  The 
mainstream civil rights movement itself did not approve of the self-defense movement, and 
its leaders shaped the narrative towards moral protest and the philosophy of non-violence. 

Another possible reason for neglect of the self-defense organizations that emerged in the 
South early 1960s is the idea that these organizations were harmful to the progress of the 
struggle for political and civil rights, and that violent conflicts between police, national 
guard, klansmen, and deacons were likely to lead to a bloodbath throughout the black 
population.  (This is roughly the view that Doug McAdam offered when I asked him why 
there was no discussion of these movements in Political Process and the Development of 
Black Insurgency, 1930-1970, 2nd Edition.) The idea here is that the balance of power so 
greatly favored the forces of white supremacy that armed self-defense was likely to produce 
horrible retaliation. 

Lance Hill's view is different from both of these.  He believes that the Deacons had a 
measurable and positive effect on the struggle to break open the system of white supremacy 
in Mississippi and Louisiana, and that, absent this force, there is a likelihood that Jim Crow 
would have prevailed. 

Real victories for the civil rights movement at the local level were scarce in the Deep South and virtually 
nonexistent in Louisiana up through 1964. Severe repression by local authorities and the Klan, combined 
with economic pressure by white business elites, made it difficult to end segregation and discrimination 
even after the passage of the Civil Rights Act. But at the beginning of 1965 the Deacons and the 
Jonesboro movement stood posed to accomplish something that no other local or national organization had 
done before in the Deep South: force a segregationist governor to directly intervene to the benefit of the 
civil rights movement. (63) 

Hill refers to the "myth of nonviolence" in his conclusion. His point isn't that the strategies 
of nonviolence that were pursued by the NAACP, SCLC, and SNCC were inherently 
ineffective; instead, his view is that they were fundamentally incomplete.  If the reality of 
armed self-defense didn't exist, then the moral authority of protest and civil disobedience 
would have been insufficient to change the political and economic realities of the Jim Crow 
South. 
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Nonviolence as the motive force for change became a reassuring myth of American moral redemption -- a 
myth that assuaged white guilt by suggesting that racism was not intractable and deeply embedded in 
American life, that racial segregation and discrimination were handily overcome by orderly, polite protest 
and a generous American conscience, and that the pluralistic system for resolving conflicts between 
competing interests had prevailed. The system had worked and the nation was redeemed.  

It was a comforting but vacant fiction. In the end, segregation yielded to force as much as it did to moral 
suasion. Violence in the form of street riots and armed self-defense played a fundamental role in uprooting 
segregation and economic and political discrimination from 1963 to 1965. Only after the threat of black 
violence emerged did civil rights legislation move to the forefront of the national agenda. Only after the 
Deacons appeared were the civil rights laws effectively enforced and the obstructions of terrorists and 
complicit local law enforcement agencies neutralized. (259) 

Lance Hill's work is the primary source that other scholars use when writing about the 
Deacons; but what is at issue here is precisely the validity of Hill's overall judgment about 
the critical role played by this movement.  Other careful historians have come to the 
opposite conclusion -- that the force of the civil rights movement came from its effectiveness 
as a mass movement grounded in local mobilization and led by leaders committed to 
nonviolence. So how would we try to sort out the actual impact of the Deacons and other 
such movements? 

The answer, it would seem, is that we need further detailed historical research by other 
historians to uncover more of this hidden story.  Annelieke Dirks makes an important 
contribution to this part of the story in "Between Threat and Reality: The National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the Emergence of Armed Self-
Defense in Clarksdale and Natchez, Mississippi, 1960-1965" (link). Dirks focuses the 
account on local mobilization in Mississippi, which provides a vantage point from which to 
assess the relative importance of national leaders' commitment to nonviolence and local use 
of armed self-defense. Here is how Dirks puts the approach: 

In what follows, I focus on how local branches of the NAACP in Mississippi used a combination of 
nonviolent protest, economic pressure, radical speech, and armed self-defense to further their political 
goals and defend their communities during the height of the modern civil rights movement, between 1960 
and 1965. Two different towns, Clarksdale in the Delta in the Northwest and Natchez in the Southwest, 
and two different NAACP branches receive detailed attention. I show that the emergence and usage of 
informal and formal forms of armed self-defense in these towns was not just a question of violent or non- 
violent ideology within the civil rights movement, and that self-defense was not embraced only by 
organizations like SNCC or CORE. Ultimately the feasibility of armed self-defense was related to 
economic, political, social, and per- sonal factors in local communities, and its use was also considered or 
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employed by NAACP chapters. By demonstrating this, I hope to counter the portrayal of the NAACP as a 
moderate, middle-class, and nonviolent civil rights organization, as well as stress the complex and 
localized dynamics of the modern civil rights movement. (75-76) 

And Dirks argues that the armed self-defense posture of activists in these parts of 
Mississippi made a material difference to the outcomes: 

The protection of the Deacons gave the civil rights campaign in Natchez a much needed boost because the 
Deacons also organized internal movement discipline. While the boycott in Clarksdale was enforced 
through calling out names of violators during mass meetings, the Deacons organized vigilante groups of 
Black women—and some men—who attacked shoppers and destroyed their groceries. These female 
vigilantes also beat up domestic workers who gave information to their white employers. This internal 
disciplining made the boycott almost completely effective. In December 1965, after just four months of 
boycotting and broad-scale community organizing, city govern- ment and local businessmen decided to 
give in and agreed to all of the demands of the Black community. Evers called it “the greatest concession” 
of the civil rights movement, and he was right as far as Mississippi was concerned. While the movement in 
Clarksdale quietly phased out and needed federal intervention to open voter registration to African 
Americans, Natchez had managed to exert enough—armed—pressure on the white power structure to 
create a total collapse of Jim Crow. “The Natchez campaign was the single greatest community victory for 
the civil rights movement in Mississippi, though historians have never given it the credit it deserves,” 
asserts Lance Hill. “The organizers united and inspired a community to courageous action . . . and secured 
dramatic legal and economic reforms. In comparison, the projects in McComb, Clarksdale and Jackson 
failed to win any significant demands and frequently left the black community demoralized and in 
disarray.” (91) 

 There is a clear logic to the idea that the non-violent movement needed support from men 
and women who were willing to face armed attackers with their own guns, and Hill offers a 
number of strong examples of incidents where klan and police thugs were forced to back off. 
But the question of whether, all things considered, we need to reassess the way the civil 
rights movement succeeded in cracking Jim Crow really needs more detailed and careful 
research, to follow on upon the groundbreaking case that Lance Hill has made. 



T O N Y  J U D T  O N  M E M O RY  A N D  M Y T H  I N  T H E  
T W E N T I E T H  C E N T U RY  

 

One of the historians whose work I greatly appreciate is Tony Judt. I've posted about his 
seminal book about Europe after World War II (Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 
(link, link)) and his history of the French left in Marxism and the French Left: Studies on 
Labour and Politics in France, 1830-1981) (link). Some of his most penetrating reflections 
about twentieth century European history are developed in his essay, "The Past is Another 
Country: Myth and Memory in Postwar Europe", published in Deák, Gross, and Judt, The 
Politics of Retribution in Europe (lightly revised from original publication in Daedalus in 
1992). Judt's premise is that postwar "Europe" as a complex of values and common identities 
cultivated since World War II is founded on a grave self-deception and amnesia in the 
representation upon which it depends concerning issues of responsibility for atrocity, 
genocide, and collaboration. And Judt believes that these comfortable "mis-tellings" of the 
story of the 1930s-1950s unavoidably lead to future contradictions in European politics and 
harmony. 

The new Europe is thus being built upon historical sands at least as shifty in nature as those on 
which the postwar edifice was mounted. To the extent that collective identities—whether 
ethnic, national, or continental—are always complex compositions of myth, memory, and 
political convenience, this need not surprise us. From Spain to Lithuania the transition from 
past to present is being recalibrated in the name of a “European” idea that is itself a historical 
and illusory product, with different meanings in different places. In the Western and Central 
regions of the continent (including Poland, the Czech lands, Hungary, and Slovenia but not 
their eastern neighbors), the dream of economic unity may or may not be achieved in due 
course. (317)  
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Further, Judt believes that the self-deceptions and false memories created during and 
especially after the Second World War are a key part of this instability. 

I shall suggest that the ways in which the official versions of the war and postwar era have 
unraveled in recent years are indicative of unresolved problems that lie at the center of the 
present continental crisis—an observation true of both Western and Eastern Europe, though in 
distinctive ways. Finally I shall note some of the new myths and mismemories attendant upon 
the collapse of Communism and the ways in which these, too, are already shaping, and 
misshaping the new European “order.” (294)  

 Memories matter, and false memories matter a great deal. Consider the matter of 
"resistance to Nazi oppression". Judt finds that the romantic stories of resistance are greatly 
overstated; they are largely false. 

Another way of putting this is to say that most of occupied Europe either collaborated with the 
occupying forces (a minority) or accepted with resignation and equanimity the presence and 
activities of the German forces (a majority). The Nazis could certainly never have sustained 
their hegemony over most of the continent for as long as they did had it been otherwise: 
Norway and France were run by active partners in ideological collaboration with the occupier; 
the Baltic nations, Ukraine, Hungary, Slovakia, Croatia, and Flemish-speaking Belgium all 
took enthusiastic advantage of the opportunity afforded them to settle ethnic and territorial 
scores under benevolent German oversight. Active resistance was confined, until the final 
months, to a restricted and in some measure self-restricting set of persons: socialists, 
communists (after June 1941), nationalists, and ultramonarchists, together with those, like 
Jews, who had little to lose given the nature and purposes of the Nazi project. (295) 

 Judt believes that the grand myths of the Second World War must be confronted honestly: 

At this point we leave the history of the Second World War and begin to encounter the myth of 
that war, a myth whose construction was undertaken almost before the war itself was over. 
(296) 

Here are the exculpatory myths that Judt believes to be most pervasive: 

There is space here to note only briefly the factors that contributed to the official version of the 
wartime experience that was common European currency by 1948. Of these I shall list just the 



most salient. The first was the universally acknowledged claim that responsibility for the war, 
its sufferings, and its crimes lay with the Germans. “They” did it. There was a certain intuitive 
logic to this comforting projection of guilt and blame. After all, had it not been for the German 
occupations and depredations from 1938 to 1945, there would have been no war, no death 
camps, no occupations—and thus no occasion for the civil conflicts, denunciations, and other 
shadows that hung over Europe in 1945. Moreover, the decision to blame everything on 
Germany was one of the few matters on which all sides, within each country and among the 
Allied powers, could readily agree. The presence of concentration camps in Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, and even France could thus readily be forgotten, or simply ascribed to the 
occupying power, with attention diverted from the fact that many of these camps were staffed 
by non-Germans and (as in the French case) had been established and in operation before the 
German occupation began. (296) 

So everyone is innocent; everyone is a victim. 

Italy’s experience with fascism was left largely unrecorded in public discussion, part of a 
double myth: that Mussolini had been an idiotic oaf propped into power by a brutal and 
unrepresentative clique, and that the nation had been purged of its fascist impurities and taken 
an active and enthusiastic part in its own liberation. Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands, and 
Belgium were accorded full victim status for their wartime experience, and the active and 
enthusiastic collaboration and worse of some Flemings and Dutch stricken from the public 
record. (304) 

This deliberate forgetting of national and citizen culpability all across Europe seems to be a 
part of contemporary Polish politics, coming to a head in the abortive 2018 Holocaust law 
(link). But Poland is not alone. Judt makes it clear that a very similar process of myth-
making and forgetting has been a deep part of the narrative-making in the collapsed 
Communist states of eastern and central Europe. 

The mismemory of communism is also contributing, in its turn, to a mismemory of 
anticommunism. Marshal Antonescu, the wartime Romanian leader who was executed in June 
1945, defended himself at his trial with the claim that he had sought to protect his country 
from the Soviet Union. He is now being rewritten into Romanian popular history as a hero, his 
part in the massacre of Jews and others in wartime Romania weighing little in the balance 
against his anti-Russian credentials. Anti-communist clerics throughout the region; 
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nationalists who fought along- side the Nazis in Estonia, Lithuania, and Hungary; right-wing 
partisans who indiscriminately murdered Jews, communists, and liberals in the vicious score 
settling of the immediate postwar years before the communists took effective control are all 
candidates for rehabilitation as men of moderate and laudable convictions; their strongest suit, 
of course, is the obloquy heaped upon them by the former regime. (309-310) 

If I were to distill Judt's points into a few key ideas, it is that "history matters"; that 
oppressors and tyrants are invariably interested in concealing their culpability, while 
"innocent citizens" are likewise inclined to minimize their own involvement in the crimes of 
their governments; and that bad myths give rise eventually to bad politics -- more conflict, 
more tyranny, more violence. So the work of honest history is crucial to humanity's ability to 
achieve a better future. 

Is there a lesson for us in the United States? There is indeed. We must confront the difficult 
realities of racism, nationalism, bigotry, and authoritarianism that have simmered 
throughout the decades and centuries in the United States, and that have broken into a boil 
under the Trump presidency. Tony Judt is right here: the myths of one decade become the 
action principles of the next. 



T H I N K I N G  T H E  H O L O C A U S T  



E X P E R I E N C I N G  WA R ,  G E N O C I D E ,  A N D  
T O TA L I TA R I A N I S M  ( T O N Y  J U D T )  

 
photo: Manès Sperber 

Tony Judt's historical writings about the twentieth century are brilliant, and highly relevant 
to the research I'm pursuing on the evils of the twentieth century. His book of essays, 
Reappraisals: Reflections on the Forgotten Twentieth Century, is a valuable part of this 
corpus. Most of the chapters take the form of discussions of a single intellectual figure from 
the twentieth century -- Arthur Koestler, Primo Levi, Hannah Arendt, Eric Hobsbawm, 
Albert Camus, and many others. (There are also a handful of essays on several important 
events of the twentieth century.) Most of the essays are versions of pieces that appeared first 
in publications such as the New York Review of Books, New Republic, and The Nation. These 
pieces are valuable, not because they are detailed and objective biographical studies of their 
subjects -- they are not -- but because they reflect Judt's own original ideas about how 
intellectual work, personal life, and historical circumstances intersect. These are themes that 
recur in depth in Thinking the Twentieth Century through conversations between Judt and 
Tim Snyder (link), and they illustrate an important and deep truth: historical circumstances 
influence thinkers, and thinkers influence history. And there is great heterogeneity in each 
of the elements of this cycle -- personal circumstances, individual intellectual/political 
development, and historical trajectories. 

Of particular interest to me are Judt's reflections on several thinkers who were most deeply 
engaged in understanding totalitarianism and the Holocaust -- Arthur Koestler, Primo Levi, 
Manès Sperber, and Hannah Arendt. Judt describes the unique contribution of men and 
women like these: their ability to perceive and describe the currents of the histories through 
which they lived in original and non-conventional terms. 

But there is another history of our era, a “virtual history” of the twentieth century, and it is 
the story of those men and women who lived through the century and also saw through it, who 
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understood its meaning as it unfolded. There were not many of them. They did not need to wait 
for 1945, or 1989, to know what had happened and what it had meant, to see beyond the 
illusions. For various reasons, they saw across the veil earlier. (pp. 63-64) 

The least known of these (to me, anyway) is Manès Sperber. Sperber was born as a Jew in 
Galicia in 1905 in the late Austro-Hungarian Empire, and wrote in German and French. Like 
Koestler, he was a Communist in the 1930s and a critic of Soviet Communism from the 
1940s onward. Sperber was the author of Qu'une larme dans l'ocean, and published as a trilogy 
in English, beginning with Burned Bramble (Like a Tear in the Ocean, Vol 1). He published 
an autobiography as well, also published in three volumes in English, beginning with God's 
Water Carriers (All Our Yesterdays, Vol 1). 

Judt provides original insight on the question of the relationship between a particular 
person's identity and history, and their ability to perceive and understand the large historical 
events to which they are witness. In the case of Sperber, Judt emphasizes the relevance of 
Sperber's Jewishness in his personal intellectual-political development, and his family and 
life origins in eastern and central Europe. Language, family, religion, and the experience as 
living as an outsider in multi-ethnic cities such as Vienna and Paris came to play major roles 
in the development of Sperber's understanding of the Holocaust. Sperber's Jewish identity, 
Judt believes, is a deep part of his historical and political experience. Speaking of Sperber's 
post-war memoirs, Judt writes: 

The memoirs themselves do not directly discuss the impact of Auschwitz, which is the theme of 
a number of postwar essays by Sperber collected in a volume called Être juif. But if one reads 
Sperber’s “recovered” awareness of Jewishness back into his story of the years 1905-46, the 
narrative acquires a forceful new dimension. In what looks like just another twentieth-century 
European life, we find a distinctively Jewish story. (p. 69) 

The essay sheds light on Judt's own understanding of the relation that existed for many 
important European figures between their own Jewish origins, their German/Hungarian/
Polish national identities, and the crimes of the Shoah. And, incidentally, it raises intriguing 
questions about the formation of Judt's own historical identity. 

Judt's essay on Primo Levi is powerful and poignant. An Italian Jew who was trained as a 
chemist, Levi participated in anti-Nazi partisan fighting in Italy and was transported to 
Auschwitz. Levi survived his twenty months in Auschwitz, and his Survival In Auschwitz is 
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a powerful testimony to his experience. The question of identities comes into Judt's account 
of Levi: 

Primo Levi had various identities and allegiances. Their overlapping multiplicity did not 
trouble him—though it frustrated his Italian critics and perplexes some of his readers in the 
American Jewish community— and he felt no conflict among them. In the first place, he was 
Italian, and proud of it. Despite the country’s embarrassing faults, he took pride in it: “It 
often happens these days that you hear people say they’re ashamed of being Italian. In fact we 
have good reasons to be ashamed: first and foremost, of not having been able to produce a 
political class that represents us and, on the contrary, tolerating for thirty years one that does 
not. On the other hand, we have virtues of which we are unaware, and we do not realize how 
rare they are in Europe and in the world.” (p. 48) 

Judt tries to weave together these influences of Levi's identity -- his Jewishness, his origins 
in the Piedmont, his training as a chemist -- to account for the voice that Levi creates in his 
writing. 

Thanks to the war, Primo Levi’s Jewishness moved to the center of his being: “This dual 
experience, the racial laws and the extermination camp, stamped me the way you stamp a steel 
plate. At this point I’m a Jew, they’ve sewn the star of David on me and not only on my 
clothes.” This was in part a result of his encounter for the first time with other Jews—the 
Libyan Jews at Fossoli (exhibiting “a grief that was new for us”) and the Ashkenazim in 
Auschwitz. Jewishness posed difficulties for Levi, and not just because he had no religion; his 
concern with work, with Homo faber—man the maker—made him peculiarly sensitive to the 
etiolated, over-intellectual qualities of Jewish life: “If man is a maker, we were not men: we 
knew this and suffered from it.” (p. 53) 

Levi's experience as a survivor was also problematic for him: 

As a survivor, Levi’s trajectory was quite representative. At first, people didn’t want to listen 
to him—Italians “felt purified by the great wave of the anti-Fascist crusade, by participation 
in the Resistance and its victorious outcome.” Giuliana Tedeschi, another Italian survivor of 
Auschwitz, had a comparable experience: “I encountered people who didn’t want to know 
anything, because the Italians, too, had suffered, after all, even those who didn’t go to the 



camps. . . . They used to say, ‘For heaven’s sake, it’s all over,’ and so I remained quiet for a long 
time.” In 1955 Levi noted that it had become “indelicate” to speak of the camps—“One risks 
being accused of setting up as a victim, or of indecent exposure.” Thus was confirmed the 
terrible, anticipatory dream of the victims, during and after the camps: that no one would 
listen, and if they listened they wouldn’t believe. (p. 54) 

This is a theme in Levi's experience that is especially important to Judt: given Judt's 
insistence on the crucial role that honest confronting of the facts of the Holocaust and other 
historical evils, the effort to silence or modulate the testimony of participants is wholly 
abhorrent. 

Judt also provides an insightful discussion of the political and historical thought of Hannah 
Arendt. He locates Arendt's central contribution in her efforts to understand the Nazi 
regime and the Holocaust. "Hannah Arendt was throughout her adult life concerned above 
all with two closely related issues: the problem of political evil in the twentieth century and 
the dilemma of the Jew in the contemporary world" (pp. 73-74). Judt acknowledges the 
criticisms that have been formulated concerning Arendt's theory of totalitarianism; but he 
believes she had fundamental intuitions about the totalitarianism and cruelty of the 
twentieth century that are of lasting importance. And he places her attempt to understand 
historical evil at the center of her contribution. 

If Hannah Arendt understood something that so many others missed, it was because she was 
more concerned with the moral problem of “evil” than with the structures of any given political 
system; as she put it in “Nightmare and Flight,” first published in 1945 and reprinted in the 
Essays, “The problem of evil will be the fundamental question of postwar intellectual life in 
Europe—as death became the fundamental question after the last war.” (p. 77) 

Her analysis of evil did not begin with her treatment of the Eichmann trial and the 
controversial concept of "the banality of evil" (Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the 
Banality of Evil); rather, it is a recurring part of her writing for the decade preceding -- in 
essays included in Essays in Understanding, 1930-1954: Formation, Exile, and 
Totalitarianism, for example. Judt especially recommends the essay "The Eggs Speak Up"; 
link. Here is a very nice statement by Arendt of the deadly danger of totalitarianism: 

The one excellent reason for this strange behavior is the insight that, independent of 
totalitarian movements in any given country, totalitarianism as such constitutes the central 
political issue of our time. And it is unfortunately true that this country, which in many 
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respects looks like a happy island to a world in turmoil, would spiritually be even more isolated 
without this "anti-totalitarianism"--even though the insistence of our fighters on the 
unqualified happiness of the happy island does not exactly form the best of all possible bridges. 
The point is that to state that totalitarianism is the central political issue of our time makes 
sense only if one also admits that all other evils of the century show a tendency eventually to 
crystallize into that one supreme and radical evil we call totalitarian government. (271) 

Koestler, Arendt, Sperber, Levi -- all were participants in the horrific events of Europe in the 
1930s and 1940s, as fighters, journalists, refugees, and prisoners. Each made his or her own 
efforts to articulate part of their experience in a way that contributes to a better geography 
of these dark times for us in the twenty-first century. And Arendt, a philosopher, attempted 
to provide explanation and theory that might help to reach a better understanding of the 
incomprehensible, through discussions of evil and totalitarianism. Two -- Koestler and 
Sperber -- were also members of the Communist Party in the 1930s, and were forced to 
confront the massive atrocities and crimes of Stalin. One, Arendt, had a close personal and 
love relationship with a committed Nazi philosopher, Martin Heidegger -- a friendship she 
maintained through the end of her life. All were Jewish, and it is evident that their personal 
histories in Berlin, Zablotow, Budapest, Vienna, or the Piedmont refracted differently in 
forming their political and historical identities. What I find intriguing about Judt's work in 
these essays and elsewhere is his effort to place various intellectual figures into their specific 
historical context, and his attempt to reconstruct the mental maps that they created on the 
basis of which to understand the world in which they lived. (Similar work on a very 
comparable figure is done by Jeremy Adelman in his outstanding biography of Albert 
Hirschman, Worldly Philosopher: The Odyssey of Albert O. Hirschman (link).) 

(Martin Heidegger's Nazi affinities and the nature of Arendt's relationship to Heidegger are 
both important topics. Elzbieta Ettinger's Hannah Arendt/Martin Heidegger explores the 
Arendt-Heidegger relationship in detail. Farin and Malpas's volume Reading Heidegger's 
Black Notebooks 1931-1941 provides an extensive discussion of Heidegger's Nazi and anti-
Semitic beliefs.) 
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H O W  B A U M A N  B E C A M E  B A U M A N  

Zygmunt Bauman (1925-2017) was an influential voice in the world of sociological 
theorizing. In the second part of his career -- following his expulsion as a dissident and a 
Jew from Poland in 1968 -- he came to be recognized as a non-conventional thinker about 
"modernity" and the modern world. His idea of "liquid modernity" (link), late in his career, 
was a very interesting and original way of thinking about the twentieth century. But Bauman 
was not just a theorist; he was a participant in history -- the subject of anti-Semitic 
mistreatment and bullying as a child in Poland, a refugee, a socialist and communist activist, 
a Soviet-trained soldier and political officer in the Soviet-installed Polish army, a stateless 
person again after his expulsion from Poland in 1968 during the major "state pogrom" of 
that year, and eventually a critic of Stalinist Communism. He was a thinker, a doer, and a 
contributor to sociological theory. 

A particularly interesting question is whether we can connect the life and the sociological 
writings and theories that Bauman created during his long career. Did his life experiences 
give him the some of the intellectual resources necessary to comprehend the catastrophes of 
genocide, mass enslavement, and totalitarianism? It will be surprising to find that the 
answer seems largely to be, no. There is little of the historical realities that Bauman 
observed and participated in to be found in his writings. (The Bauman Institute at the 
University of Leeds has a comprehensive bibliography of Bauman's writings throughout his 
career; link.) 

Izabela Wagner's thoughtful and thorough Bauman: A Biography is an excellent source for 
trying to answer the question: how did Bauman become Bauman? (And, we might add, 
when?) What experiences and conditions helped to create the sociological imagination of 
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this singular man, and how did his personal history contribute to the creation of such an 
exceptional and original intellectual? 

Several features of character were evident in the young Bauman and persisted through the 
end of his career: intellectual curiosity, independence of mind, courage, humor, and 
measured cautiousness. His intellectual training -- first in the USSR and then in Warsaw -- 
was deeply embedded within an especially dogmatic ideological framework -- the strictures 
of dialectical materialism and Marxist-Leninist thought as embodied in official Soviet 
ideology. And yet as a young sociology PhD student in Warsaw in the 1950s Bauman was 
exposed to a "dissident" strand of sociological thinking that contributed to a broader 
perspective on the regime that he served. Out of that chemistry came a surprising mix -- a 
sociology that expressed itself in Marxist-Leninist terms, an openness to sociological 
research from Europe and the United States, and a view of society and the state that 
reflected a more "humanist" and democratic view (like that of Leszek Kołakowski). But here 
is the surprise for an intellectual historian: none of this seems to reflect the concrete 
historical life circumstances that Bauman experienced; rather, it is very similar to the kind of 
trajectory a talented graduate student takes through engagement with a number of 
intriguing philosophical perspectives. 

It is worth reflecting on Bauman's history as a committed and sincere communist from his 
teenage years in the 1930s onward until the early 1960s. Writers like Judt and Orwell have 
criticized leftist intellectuals unforgivingly for their failure to observe and denounce the 
massive crimes of Stalin in the 1930s. But these are exactly the years in which Bauman 
gained his communist identity -- briefly in Poland and then more deeply in exile as a high 
school student in the Soviet Union. Wagner spends a good deal of time on the formation of 
Bauman's identity as a communist youth and eventually communist functionary. She argues 
that it is a perfectly intelligible journey for a young Polish Jew who cared about social justice 
and equality. A return to the political and social arrangements of pre-war Poland was not 
even remotely attractive to Bauman, given its profound anti-Semitism and the enormous 
social inequalities it embodied. Communism, Wagner argues, provided a coherent view of a 
future in which all citizens would be treated equally, anti-Semitism would not exist, and 
social inequalities would disappear. Of course that is not at all how things turned out -- in 
Poland or in the USSR. 

But the central point here -- the question of the formation of the social imagination of 
Zygmunt Bauman -- is that his historical experience in the 1930s and 1940s might have 
given him a particular and well-defined framework for understanding the potential for evil in 
modern totalizing states. It did not. Little of his life experience prior to 1945 seems to have 



had a profound influence on his sociological imagination, or on the topics that he chose to 
pursue as an academic sociologist. In particular, his early career in the 1950s and 1960s 
contains almost no reflection on the Holocaust, genocide, political murder, or the origins of 
totalitarianism. This is evident by examining the extensive bibliography of his writings 
compiled by the Bauman Center mentioned above. 

As a rising sociologist and professor in Warsaw, Bauman chose a cautious path that 
nonetheless continued to adhere to the idea of "open Marxism" -- a more humanist 
alternative to Stalinist doctrine. And in the early 1960s he became -- once again, cautiously 
-- an intellectual source of inspiration for students at the University of Warsaw who 
demanded greater freedom, greater democracy, and less bureaucracy in their government. 
Bauman, like other academics, was under constant surveillance by the secret service. The 
activities and activism of University of Warsaw students led to a major demonstration at the 
university in March 1968, violently suppressed by the regime, and followed quickly by a 
hate-based campaign by the Gomułka government placing all blame on "Jewish" elements in 
the university. This resulted in a massive purge of Jews from government jobs, including in 
the universities, and to the expulsion of many thousands of Jews (including Zygmunt and 
Janina and their children) from Poland. 

Bauman's experience in post-war Poland (1945-1968) demonstrated the profound failure of 
the Communist ideal as well as the insidious power of anti-Semitism in post-war 
Communist Poland, and these experiences did have an effect on his subsequent 
development as a social thinker. But it is unclear whether these experiences led to a 
profound change in the ways that Bauman undertook to understand the social world. 
(Significantly, his contemporary Leszek Kołakowski broke from support for the Communist 
regime in Poland a decade earlier than Bauman, and Kołakowski's shift seems more 
profound than Bauman's.) 

The question posed above seems to have a fairly clear answer, then: Bauman's life experience 
in the 1930s through 1950s (from his teenage years as a persecuted Jewish boy in Posnan 
through his service in the Polish Army and his appointments at the University of Warsaw) 
had surprisingly little influence on his worldview and his intellectual framework. His 
sociological imagination appears to be the result of his engagement with other academic 
sociologists rather than with the realities of social life in the horrific decades of war and 
genocide. Most significant were the intellectual and academic influences to which he was 
exposed -- Marxist-Leninism, open Marxism, Western sociology -- and his own creative 
imagination in raising questions within those various frameworks. Bauman contributed 
little to understanding the horrific realities of the twentieth century (unlike Hannah Arendt, 



for example), and he confined much of his writing to a level of abstract theorizing that 
offered little help in understanding totalitarianism, the Holocaust, or the criminality of 
Stalinism. 

Even his signature ideas -- modernity and liquid modernity -- have little concrete 
engagement with the specifics of the totalitarian regimes of violence and murder that he 
experienced under Hitler and Stalin. In a later post I will discuss his 1989 book, Modernity 
and the Holocaust, which does indeed engage the genocidal regime of the Nazi period. Here 
are a few sentences: 

It is not the Holocaust which we find difficult to grasp in all its monstrosity. It is our 
Western Civilization which the occurrence of the Holocaust has made all but 
incomprehensible -- and this at a time when we thought we had come to terms with it and 
seen through its world-wide, unprecedented cultural expansion. If Hilberg is right, and our 
most crucial social institutions elude our mental and practical grasp, then it is not just the 
professional academics who ought to be worried. (84) 

But note -- this book was written and published in 1989 -- a half century after the Nazi 
crimes that Bauman himself witnessed. In a surprising way, Bauman's intellectual and 
scientific work seems always to be at a great distance from the historical realities that he 
himself experienced. And that is indeed surprising. The comparison is perhaps not a fair 
one, but think of Orwell, and the close parallels that existed between his lived experiences 
of poverty, class, war, colonialism, and fascism, and the depth and insight of his writings. 
Can we imagine Orwell without Catalonia? Not at all. But it is not at all difficult to imagine 
Bauman without Poznań, Majdanek, or the Red Army. 

(Here is a recollection of Bauman by several of his colleagues in English sociology; link.) 
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KO ŁA KO W S K I  O N  S TA L I N I S M  A N D  R E F O R M  

 

A recent post featured the evolution of the thought of Zygmunt Bauman. There I mentioned 
a comparison with his Warsaw contemporary, Leszek Kołakowski, and suggested that 
Kołakowski's break with Stalinism was earlier and more profound than Bauman's. I am not 
able to find a full-length biography of Kołakowski, but his history parallels that of Bauman. 
He was born in Radom, Poland, in 1927, and in 1939 had personal and tragic experience of 
the Nazi invasion of Poland. And, like Bauman, he was expelled from Poland in 1968 and 
spent much of the rest of his career in the west (at Oxford, in Kołakowski's case, and at 
Leeds, in Bauman's case). Here are a few lines from Steven Lukes' biographical statement on 
Kołakowski in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography: 

After the Nazis invaded Poland, Kolakowski's father was arrested by the Gestapo and later 
executed. His remaining family found refuge in a village in eastern Poland where 
Kolakowski's secret, largely solitary education was aided by teachers from the Polish 
underground. ... Kolakowski had embraced Communism as the Russians drove the Germans 
out of Poland, thinking it promised a better world of equality and freedom, but he then 
moved away from Soviet-style Marxism and became increasingly influential on the younger 
generation of Poles as a leading voice for democratization and reformed Communism, or 
what came to be called ‘revisionism’. This led to his expulsion from the university, constant 
police surveillance, the banning of his publications, and his departure for the West. (link) 

Here is a document written in 1971 that expresses the depth of Kołakowski's critique of 
Polish Communism. In this piece Kołakowski published a short but profound critique of 
Stalinism as a system, "In Stalin's Countries: Theses on Hope and Despair" (link). This short 
essay appeared in Paris in its Polish version in 1971, and was published in Paris in Politique 
Aujourd'hui in July-August 1971. The essay is highly valuable as an indication of the nature of 
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the reformers' critiques in Poland of the rigidities of Stalinist Communist systems. It is 
written clearly and cogently, reflecting Kołakowski's talent as a philosopher and a writer. 
And it presents the case for the possibility of change in Poland and other Communist 
dictatorships. 

Kołakowski begins his account by rehearsing the reasons that some believe that reform of 
Soviet-style Communism is impossible: 

Stalinism, in the strict sense -- that is, the bloody and cruel tyranny of an individual -- was the 
most perfect material embodiment of the principles of the system: later transformations, and 
particularly the considerable relaxation of terrorism as practiced by the government, although 
important for the security of individuals, have not in any way changed the despotic nature of 
the regime, any more than they have limited the specifically socialist forms of oppression and 
exploitation. (2) 

But notice the rhetorical strategy that Kołakowski adopts: he presents the extreme views of 
the most severe critics of the Soviet system first, and offers commentary. And, he notes, the 
extreme view rules out reform entirely: change control of the economy or information, and 
you destroy the foundations of communism. Therefore communism cannot be reformed or 
changed; its despots will never relinquish power over even the most minor issues. But 
Kołakowski himself does not take this view: 

Now, my opinion is that this thesis is not correct, and that to defend it amounts to [adopting] 
an ideology of defeatism rather than a revolutionary appeal. I base my conviction on four 
general principles: first, we are never in a position to define in advance the limits of the 
capacity for change... of any social organization; and experience has not at all demonstrated 
that the despotic model of socialism is absolutely rigid. Secondly, the rigidity of a system 
depends in part on the degree to which the men who live within that system are convinced of its 
rigidity. Thirdly, the thesis which I am challenging is based on an ideology of "all or nothing,' 
characteristic of men formed in the Marxist tradition; it is not in any way supported by 
historical experience. Fourthly, bureaucratic socialist despotism is pervaded by contradictory 
tendencies which it is incapable of bringing into any synthesis and which ineluctably weaken 
its coherence. (7-8) 

Kołakowski's optimism concerning the possibility for change within "despotic 
socialism" (but, one might reasonably argue, within Franco fascism as well) is the 



willingness of individuals and groups to think and act differently from their prescribed roles. 
Individuals can resist in a variety of ways, and their resistance, in a long and slow tempo, 
can lead to profound change. 

This is why resistance to oppression and exploitation -- within the system of Soviet despotism 
-- takes place in the worst social conditions. No class of exploiters in history has ever had such 
extensive power at its disposal. But if this concentration of power is a source of strength, it 
also conceals weaknesses, as the whole post-Stalinist history of communism testifies. (9) 

If I speak of a reformist orientation, it is in the sense of a faith in the possibility of effective 
pressures that are partial and progressive, exerted in a long-term perspective, that is, the 
perspective of social and national liberation. Despotic socialism is not an absolutely rigid 
system; such systems do not exist. (16) 

What system does Kołakowski himself favor? It appears to be a form of democratic 
socialism, rather than either despotic socialism or liberal capitalism: 

It is probable that, if they had the freedom to choose, the majority of the Polish working class 
and intelligentsia would opt for socialism, as would the author of this article. For socialism -- 
that is to say for a sovereign national system which involves control by society over the 
utilization and development of the means of production and over the distribution of the 
national income, as well as over the political and administrative organization, working as an 
organ of society, and not as the master which rules over society in the guise of "serving" it. (18) 

This paragraph entails democratic socialism as the favored ideal (not liberal capitalism), 
because it places the people in control of economy and government. And it rules out the 
arbitrary and despotic use of power that was universal in Poland, the USSR, and the rest of 
the Soviet bloc. 

Kołakowski also has a view about the future of the Soviet bloc (as of 1971): 

In spite of the military power of the Soviet empire, and in spite of the invasion of 
Czechoslovakia, the centrifugal tendencies within the "bloc" cannot be contained, and the 
corrosion of nationalism will continue to erode a structure which has lost the cement of 
ideology. (19) 



His essay ends with a call for a free Poland: 

Our own dignity entitles us to proclaim aloud the old words: "liberty," "justice" and "Poland". 
(20) 

This essay was written in 1971, only three years after the March 1968 protests in Warsaw 
that led to Kołakowski's and Bauman's expulsion from Poland. But notice as well: it was 
written only about a decade before the rise, and eventual success, of the Solidarity 
movement in Gdansk and other Polish cities, leading ultimately to the fall of Communist 
government in Poland. And the centrifugal tendencies that Kołakowski describes within the 
Soviet bloc led eventually to the collapse of despotic socialism throughout Eastern Europe. 
So in many ways Kołakowski was pretty close to the truth about the coming several decades 
in Poland and Eastern Europe. What he did not anticipate is the next chapter: the turn to 
nationalistic, far-right government in Poland, Hungary, and other former-Soviet bloc nations. 
But, as Hegel said, "the Owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the coming of the dusk." 
(Here is a very brief description of Alain Touraine's 1981 research in Gdansk on the 
Solidarity movement (link), and his account of the pathways through which worker non-
violent resistance resulted in fundamental change in Poland.) 

As I attempted to do in the case of Zygmunt Bauman, it is intriguing to ask how history, life 
experience, and academic influences combined to create the intellectual world of Leszek 
Kołakowski. Much of Kołakowski's work was focused on the history of philosophy, the 
meaning of religion, and the ideology and deficiencies of Marxism. (His greatest book is his 
three-volume work, Main Currents of Marxism: The Founders - The Golden Age - The 
Breakdown.) Is there any evidence in his academic work of the imprint of the experience of 
war, genocide, murder, and authoritarian rule? His decades-long engagement with the topic 
of Soviet-style dictatorship plainly reflects his own experience as a brilliant Polish 
intellectual in the post-War period and high-ranking Communist Party member. He 
understood the nature of Soviet-style authoritarianism. But -- like Bauman -- there is little 
in his work that involves deep reflection on Nazism, genocide, anti-Semitism, ordinary evil-
doers, and the use of terror by totalitarian states to achieve their ends. (Here he stands in 
contrast to Alexandr Solzhenitsyn.) And yet Poland stands at the heart of the Bloodlands 
described so vividly by Tim Snyder. So we seem to confront a puzzle: why were both these 
brilliant intellectuals, both leading professors in the Polish academy, both children of the 
1920s -- why were they both somehow reluctant to reflect on the horrors confronted by 
Polish Jews from 1939 to 1945? 
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Izabela Wagner, author of Bauman: A Biography, is Professor of Sociology at Collegium Civitas (Poland) 
and fellow at Institute Convergence Migration (Paris). Thank you, Izabela, for this invaluable and 
insightful guest post! 

The Sociological Imagination of Zygmunt Bauman 

By Izabela Wagner 

Thank you, Dan Little, for your inspiring comment and questions. I want to mention a 
couple of essential elements that shed some light on your raised issues. 

Can we connect the life and the sociological writings and theories that Bauman created 
during his long career? 

It was a question that I tried to respond to in my book, claiming that there is a link. For me, 
it was obvious, but I agree that this is not a direct or easily visible connection. 
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https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2021/07/how-bauman-became-bauman.html


After the war they (especially young and active people in Poland) were all (and Bauman in 
the first rank) turning toward the future. It was the only way to survive the war—building a 
new world that would be different from the previous one. 

I wish to start from this critical question—why ZB didn't work on Jewish questions before 
the eighties? 

1. Disciplinary context — sociology production conventions. 

Bauman was a sociologist educated in the late 1950s. At this period, there was a firm 
conviction that science should be objective, and the personal-subjective opinions were not 
"scientific". Despite the works by Ludwik Flecks (Published in German in 1935, known from 
its English version Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact, but well known in Poland 
and published just after the war in more epistemological papers in Polish: "Problems of the 
Science of Science" (1946) and "To Look, To See, To Know" (1947)), the positivistic approach 
was the most important in social sciences, and qualitative methods, like auto-ethnography 
and personal experiences in scholarly writing, were excluded. 

The use of personal experiences was reserved to fiction writers, and Bauman officially 
wasn't. However, he published two novels based on his life, but the Jewish issue is not 
included. Why? The novels were published in 1953 in a military edition house, and it was in 
the middle of a fierce antisemitic campaign. At that moment, Bauman was kicked out of the 
Army (more in Bauman: a Biography). 

So, as a sociologist, he conformed to conventions which were in use at that time, and by 
consequence, he didn't mobilize his personal experiences in his writing. Moreover, as a 
Polish sociologist, he focused on problems elaborated by: a) his mentor Julian Hochfeld — 
open marxism; b) one of the most prominent sociologists in Poland at that moment — 
Stanisław Ossowski — humanistic marxism. As a sociologist seeking excellence, Bauman's 
sociology was theoretical rather than empirical and general rather than specific. 

2. Generational context. Why was ZB's generation—young intellectuals—after WW2 mainly 
silent about the "Jewish question"? Because they all believed that it was over—this means 
antisemitism, the division between two categories—Poles and Jews (they knew that it was a 
work in progress, but it was considered the problem of the past). 

ZB was very engaged in the so-called "assimilation"—he didn't speak Yiddish and was not 
religious. Except for rare historians, no one worked/published about the war (yes—writers 
and some scholars published their journals or books-testimonies). We need to take into 
consideration the post-war context and the large spread of Polish antisemitism. In 1946 
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took place the Pogrom in Kielce, one of the tragic events in the years characterized by huge 
hostility towards Jews. (See Julian Kwiek's recent book, Nie chcemy Żydów u siebie. Przejawy 
wrogości wobec Żydów w latach 1944-1947 [We don't want Jews at home. Symptoms of hostility 
towards Jews in 1944-1947]; and an excellent and groundbreaking book by Joanna Tokarska 
Bakir, Under a Curse: A social portrait of the Kielce pogrom (to be published by Cornell University 
Press in 2022).) The open discussion about this dramatic past started fifty years after the 
end of WW2; a book by Jan T. Gross, Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community 
in Jedwabne, Poland, started a large debate on the Polish-Jewish relationship. 

We also need to remember that in these after-war years, survivors were not heroes—the 
story and their status were complicated. Again ZB was an active young man—not a passive 
victim, such as survivors were perceived. His mission and his duty weren't to analyze the 
past but built the future. 

3. Censorship—a very important factor determining all intellectual and artistic production. 

We need to remember (and yet frequently forget—even young scholars working in post-
communist countries) that all intellectual output was under censorship! Very hard censure 
was implemented in Poland. Even if it wasn't the same level as in the USSR, the author's 
work was difficult. It was impossible to publish something without this heavily controlling 
office. Another "curiosity" strongly limiting the coverage of publications was the scarcity of 
paper—each editor had a small amount of paper and needed to manage it carefully (this is 
not a joke). So the authors could not write and publish what they wanted. It was apparent 
that the authors practiced the auto-censorship. The level of restrictions was dynamic, and 
during some periods, authors had more freedom. However, before 1989, Poland wasn't a 
free-speech country. This is why many scholars—especially historians (Modzelewski, 
Gieremek) never worked in the contemporary times and the 20th century, but were Middle 
Ages specialists. 

4. The Holocaust experience. ZB was not a survivor in the strict sense. Being absent from 
Polish territory during WW2, escaping to USSR, he was in another category. However, being 
in the Soviet Union, he wasn't an inmate and wasn't in gulag. His experience of the Soviet 
Union was not traumatic—he was well treated, and for the first time in his life in this 
country, he was not at all discriminated against. His wife Janina Bauman (b. Lewinson) was 
a Holocaust survivor. This biographic experience constituted a considerable difference 
between them (they both wrote about this difference—more about this in Bauman: a 
Biography, and in my article, which will be published in a collective book edited by Jack 
Palmer and Dariusz Brzeziński, Revisiting Modernity and the Holocaust: Heritage, Dilemmas, 
Extensions in Routledge 'Classical and Contemporary Social Theory' (2022). I explain in my 
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chapter, why ZB in Modernity and the Holocaust didn't include the individual testimonies of 
survivors and didn't use his own experiences of life in totalitarian country. 

5. Political engagement. Last but not least, ZB's anti-Zionist attitude: he was against his 
father's Zionism. ZB had a deep conviction that Poland was his homeland, and he belonged 
to that society. At the same time, he believed that Jews belong to the community in which 
they live, and they have a cultural mission in this world—not as a separate state but as a 
component of various societies. As Bauman wrote in his autobiographical text, he was 
against "tribal" divisions. This is why he couldn't work on Jewish issues; if he did, this would 
be the recognition of the failure of his convictions; he was an activist (intellectual activist 
too) who was building the future. 

The fact that ZB wasn't Zionist influenced his approach to the Holocaust. He believed that it 
was a genocide, a horrible treatment that humans can do to other humans. It was a general, 
not specific event, which could happen in other places on our planet (here Bauman is 
following Everett Hughes' 1962 paper "Good People and Dirty Work" (link), mentioned in 
the introduction to Modernity and the Holocaust. More about this question will be 
published soon in Revisiting Modernity and the Holocaust. 

I also argue that the current vision about the strategy regarding Holocaust, in these years 
(around 1989) and in Europe was influenced by Spain and its policy toward their recent 
past. This "turning-page" attitude (Spain refused to charge fascists after the collapse of the 
Franco regime) should help people to create European Union, in which unity was vital. 
Germans "were no more guilty" for Nazi crimes—the new generations were not responsible 
for the previous generation's acts so that we can move on. No need to open the old wounds 
barely healed. I think that behind M&H we can find the similar approach that was so 
popular about making peace and forgetting history. Today we know that it was a failure—see 
J-F. Daguzan “Mémoire de la Guerre Civile Espagnole: reconquête d’une mémoire amputée 
par la moitié” in Confluences Méditerranée, 2014/1 N.88 pp. 171-184; link. 

6. The last but not least (contextual) point is the trauma. After the war, most people didn't 
speak about it—see the excellent analysis of the interview as a method in Holocaust history 
by Christopher Browning. He explains that only decades later, historians were able to 
conduct the interviews only several years after the Holocaust Survivors spoke (the 
Eichmann process was a significant turning point in this process). 

7. Only several years after the war occurred a "Jewish Turn"; this was analyzed by Bryan 
Cheyette in his excellent article "Zygmunt Bauman's window: From Jews to strangers and 
back again" (2020 Thesis Eleven; link). Cheyette shows how disciplinary evolution (history of 
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Holocaust) and the flourishing of survival testimonies in general and Zygmunt's wife 
Janina's critical and well-written book Winter in the morning: a young girl's life in the Warsaw 
ghetto and beyond, 1939-1945 (link) influenced Bauman's work. 

So all these elements help to explain why before 1968, ZB was "not interested" in Jewish 
questions. (Actually, it was rare for anyone to pursue these topics at that time in Poland.) 

The Sociological Imagination 

I agree with Dan Little on ZB's sociological imagination being nourished by sociological 
literature; however, I wish to imperatively add here the influence of creative literature 
(fiction) as well. Bauman was undoubtedly inspired by books—because it was for him a safe 
space. He was a person who liked to control his environment. While his childhood's chaotic 
and traumatic context contributed to the vast feeling of uncertainty and lack of agency, 
Bauman's escape was literature. Books are "safe"—you can manage knowledge. It was his 
world in which he was at ease. Emotionally he needed to control himself—as all kids of that 
generation, and as all war-kids. Emotions were dangerous, and self-control was crucial. Like 
all people who experienced communism, Bauman knew that he must protect his personal 
life. People never knew if private information wouldn't be used against them. That was the 
essential attitude and both unconscious and conscious path/model of safe behavior. It was 
necessary to navigate in the hostile environment; controlling emotions in the society under 
communist dictatorship was a survivor behavior. 

Janina Bauman was his alter ego and, at the same time, a counterpoint. Highly self-
reflecting, her writing is personal and based on her experiences. They collaborated a lot, so 
finally, ZB's interest in Holocaust was also influenced by Janina's experiences. But he also 
wrote on topics directly connected with his own past. His focus on refugees, on the poor, on 
discrimination (he devoted a lot of work to it, especially in the last years) was undoubtedly 
the result of his life trajectory. 

It is important to recall that the experience of totalitarian systems influenced Bauman's 
work. He understood very well that feeling of being a tiny cog in a giant machine, an eyelet 
in an over-powerful system, which is using you. Literature was his escape from 
totalitarianism—writing was his passion, even addiction. 

However, his experiences mattered a lot, not in a visible way but as a basso continuo in music
—the line of bass that is fundamental for the construction of the piece; however, the public 
doesn't perceive it. 

https://www.virago.co.uk/titles/janina-bauman/winter-in-the-morning/9780860686521/


As I wrote in Bauman: a Biography (401-402), Bauman followed the Tikkun Olam mission—
and this was directly related to his educational and cultural immersion in secular Judaism. 
This chain—Judaism-Marxism-Socialism—is found in Bauman's career, and it is difficult to 
see now which element was the most important; probably all three, but at different 
moments, one dominated others. 

Thank you, Dan Little, for your inspiring questions — I hope this is only the beginning of an 
inspiring conversation. 

****** 

DL: Readers of Izabela Wagner's comments here will also be interested in her 2020 essay in 
Thesis Eleven, "Bauman as a refugee: We should not call refugees ‘migrants’" (link). There 
she explores the connections between Bauman's social identity as a Polish Jew, his personal 
experiences of statelessness, and his writings on the refugee crisis in Europe. Here is the 
abstract: 

ABSTRACT This paper claims that Bauman’s personal experiences deeply shaped his work. 
In the first part, I draw upon my own research, combining archive documents and interviews 
data, as well as – for the very first time – details taken from Zygmunt Bauman’s own 
unpublished autobiography, accessed courtesy of the Zygmunt and Janina Bauman Archive 
project at the University of Leeds. The second part of the paper draws upon my wider 
ethnographical study into the lived experiences of asylum seekers, conducted between 2017 
and 2019 in Southern Europe. I focus here upon their experience of escape and their present 
life conditions in order to highlight important parallels with Bauman’s own experiences as a 
refugee. The conclusion draws both cases together in order to understand a less overt aspect of 
Bauman’s sociology and to claim that the term ‘migrant’ is both discriminatory and, in 
academic terms, incorrect. I argue that this diagnosis is reinforced further by the voices of 
intellectuals who themselves experienced the status of refugees: namely, Zygmunt Bauman and 
Hannah Arendt. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0725513619899499
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Janina Bauman, along with her sister Sophie and her mother Alina, miraculously survived 
the slaughter of the Jews of Warsaw and the crushing of the Warsaw ghetto uprising in 
April, 1943. Born in 1926, Janina was only thirteen when the German army invaded Poland 
and besieged Warsaw. Her remarkable 1986 memoir, Winter in the Morning: A Young Girl's 
Life in the Warsaw Ghetto and Beyond 1939-1945, conveys both the circumstances and 
some of the emotional consequences of this horrific experience. (The book is also available 
on the Open Library; link.) Janina had managed to preserve many of her diaries from those 
years, so the text is grounded in her own contemporaneous observations and thoughts. Her 
father and her uncle Josef were among the 14,500 victims of the Soviet massacre of Polish 
officers at Katyn Forest in 1940. And most of her friends and family members were 
murdered during the Nazi terror and waves of Aktion in the Warsaw ghetto. Her family 
suffered from both Nazi genocide and Soviet atrocity, both arising from merciless 
totalitarian regimes. The survival of Janina, Sophie, and their mother Alina was the result of 
their own courage and resourcefulness, the aid they received from their extended family and 
non-Jewish friends from before the war (Auntie Maria), the willingness of a number of non-
Jewish strangers to shelter them at critical moments, and a few moments of monumental 
good luck. (For example, Janina's mother's ability to speak German fluently saves their lives 
during transport to an extermination camp.) 

Much of the book is factual and autobiographical in tone, sometimes even laconic. The text 
conveys a good deal of the texture of life in the ghetto -- struggling to find food, to avoid 
capture and execution on the streets, to find secret ways of continuing school, and 
occasionally having friendships, even boyfriends. Here is a passage from fifteen-year-old 
Janina's diary, from a time shortly after Janina's family has been forced into the Warsaw 
ghetto (April 18, 1941). Their conditions are tolerable, but severe suffering and deprivation 
are all around them. 
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'Don't you think the way we live is highly immoral?' I asked. 'We eat our breakfast, lunch and 
supper, we occupy our minds with the French Revolution or Polish poetry, or just which one of 
us L. fancies the most; then we go to bed with a good novel and peacefully fall asleep. At the 
same time they are starving and dying.' 'There's nothing we can do for them,' said Zula sadly, 
'for the hundreds and thousands of them.' 'Of course not. But for some of them perhaps? Each 
of us for somebody?' 'Would you and your family be willing to take home these two begging 
boys?' asked Hanka very seriously. 'To share not only food but also beds with them, live with 
them for better or worse?' I had no ready answer to her question, and the more I think about it 
now, the clearer I see the answer is 'No'. (42) 

But Janina does find ways of helping others in these desperate conditions. She helps to 
organize a collective effort to grow vegetables for the destitute in the ghetto (she turns out 
to be very good at cultivating the garden), and she writes of her efforts to join the armed 
Jewish resistance in the Warsaw ghetto. (She was excluded from the Home Army resistance 
group because she was Jewish.) (Zula and Hanka were her closest friends. Zula was later 
raped and murdered by German soldiers, while Hanka survived the war.) 

Here is a passage describing the Aktion (mass removal of Jews from the ghetto to death 
camps) on July 22, 1942.  

The first three days of the Aktion I spent in the flat, following Julian's firm instructions not to 
set foot in the street.... On the fourth day I could wait no longer, and, ignoring Mother's 
please, set out to the 'little ghetto'. At first the streets seemed uncannily quiet, almost deserted. 
I walked fast, not looking around, quick, quick along Leszno Street, until I plunged into the 
tangle of narrow lanes leading to Roman's flat. There, all of a sudden, I found myself in the 
middle of a panic-stricken crowd. In a little square a score of men -- both Jewish policemen and 
civilian helpers -- tried to hold a swarm of screaming people inside a ring of tightly locked 
hands. Other policemen ran up and down the back alleys searching for more victims, pulling 
them violently along, pushing them by force into the ring. Just concealed behind a large 
building, two lorries waited for their human load. A couple of Nazi soldiers leant leisurely 
against them. Their guns ready to fire, they watched the round-up lazily, talking and laughing 
in the bright sunshine of the mid-summer day.  

I hardly had time to be frightened when one of the men forming the deadly enclosure broke 
away from the ring, rushed at me, seized my arm, and began to pull me, as if intending to force 
me into the ring. He was just pretending. I recognised him at once: he was Mr. N., Stefan's 



friend. As an employee of the Jewish Council he had evidently been ordered to take an active 
part in the round-up. His face was white, twisted with fear and agony, his hands trembling. 
With feigned brutality he pushed me into a dark gate and whispered imploringly, 'Run away, 
child, run back home as fast as you can!' He showed me a narrow passage between two 
buildings. Terrified, I darted away without another word. (66-67) 

The book is primarily a narrative account of the young Janina's own experiences. But the 
author sometimes offers general observations about the experience as well. Several passages 
are especially meaningful -- 

During the war I learned the truth we usually choose to leave unsaid: that the cruellest thing 
about cruelty is that it dehumanises its victims before it destroys them. And that the hardest of 
struggles is to remain human in inhuman conditions. (preface) 

And here is an expression of shame, or survivor guilt, at having escaped the ghetto to a 
temporary refuge with strangers on the Aryan side of the wall: 

A torrent of bitter thoughts washed away the last trace of ecstasy. I was in an unknown place, 
facing an unknown future among strangers. My own cruel but familiar world where I belonged 
remained behind the walls. I had deserted it, running for my safety, for the luxuries of a 
fragrant bath and a soft bed. I had deserted my people, leaving them to their terrible fate. In 
the early hours of the night, flooded with tears of agony and guilt, I crept out of bed and 
stretched myself out on the carpet. There, cold and miserable, I finally fell asleep. (100-101) 

It is very interesting that Zygmunt Bauman, the husband of Janina, writes that his own 
willingness to write about the Holocaust of the 1930s and 1940s was triggered by reading 
his wife's personal experience through this book. Janina is explicit in saying that she had 
never previously shared her experience with him. Zygmunt too had never addressed the 
experiences of anti-Semitism, genocide, and totalitarianism that he had witnessed, until the 
1980s. (It is interesting to note that Bauman directly addresses the question of "shame" in 
his discussion of the Holocaust in Modernity and the Holocaust (205).) 

Several issues arise in Winter in the Morning that are important points of debate today: the 
role of Polish Catholics in supporting the Nazi extermination of Polish Jews, on the one 
hand, and their role in sheltering Jews, on the other; the role played by Ukrainian police and 
soldiers in enforcing Nazi commandments in the ghetto, including murder; and the role 
played by the Jewish Council and the men who served as Jewish policemen in the ghetto in 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0801487196/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0801487196&linkCode=as2&tag=danlithompag-20&linkId=6628a83cff555e4170a1da0fb292770c


carrying out the mandates of the Nazi regime. (Hannah Arendt raises the issue of the 
possible culpability of the Jewish Councils in Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the 
Banality of Evil.) On the whole, Bauman's stance towards the Jewish Council and the Jewish 
policemen is a measured one, and she mentions life-saving efforts by the Jewish Council and 
by individual Jewish policemen in the ghetto -- as well as their collaboration in several 
waves of Aktion leading to the deaths of the majority of the Jews living in the ghetto. As an 
adolescent observer, she was not in a position to know about the activities of these 
organizations at a higher level; she saw only their local activities in the streets and urban 
destruction of the ghetto -- including in the scene of terror during the July Aktion described 
above. 

Janina Bauman's memoir is an important contribution to later generations' ability to address 
the Holocaust in a human way, with compassion and a degree of understanding of the 
horrific human experience it embodied for many millions of men, women, and children. Her 
narrative is part of our collective memory of that trauma. 

Another important document about the Warsaw ghetto is Hanna Krall's interview with Dr. 
Marek Edelman, published as Shielding the Flame: An Intimate Conversation With Dr. 
Marek Edelman, the Last Surviving Leader of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising (Polish 1977; 
English translation 1986); available on Open Library (link). Edelman was a leader in the 
armed Jewish resistance during the Warsaw Ghetto uprising, and survived to become a 
leading cardiologist. Edelman's recollections are stark and unblinking in his testimony to 
murder, rape, humiliation, and unmeasured cruelty to the Jews of the ghetto; and he is 
informative about the efforts made by the Jewish Combat Organization to gather arms and 
resist the final round of extermination undertaken by the Nazi regime. 

Edelman demonstrates courage in his account. But his life also displays a significant and 
important level of understanding of the evil of the Holocaust. In their afterword to Shielding 
the Flame the translators quote an important set of comments by Edelman at the time of the 
Polish martial-law government's 1983 commemoration of the fortieth anniversary of the 
Warsaw Ghetto uprising: 

Forty years ago we fought not only for our lives. We fought for life in dignity and freedom. To 
celebrate our anniversary here where social life is dominated throughout by humiliation and 
coercion would be to deny our fight. It would mean participating in something contrary to its 
ideals. It would be an act of cynicism and contempt. I shall not participate in such 
arrangements or accept the participation of others who do so, regardless of where they come 
from or whom they represent. Far from these manipulated celebrations, in the silence of the 
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graves and in people's hearts, there shall live the true memory of the victims and the heroes, the 
memory of the eternal human striving for freedom and truth. (122) 

Here Edelman makes an important point about history and memory, and the political use to 
which commemoration is all too often put. And his point is broad enough to encompass 
both the crimes of the Nazi occupation of Poland and the subsequent Soviet-backed 
dictatorship of Poland. Timothy Garton Ash makes a similar point about memory in his 
preface to the book: 

The gulf between Poles and Jews today is not just a matter of physical separation. There has 
also been an extraordinary divorce of Polish and Jewish memory. A Polish child growing up in 
the 1970s learned next to nothing about the immense Jewish part in Polish history, let alone 
about the Polish part in Jewish history. (viii) 

Again -- memory, its importance, and its suppression. 

A key question for me in the past year has been how historians should confront the evils of 
the twentieth century. Tim Snyder answers the question in one way, painting a very large 
canvas over the "bloodlands" of Central Europe. But -- as Snyder insists -- it is crucial to 
have a basis for empathy and compassion for the human beings who were tormented, 
humiliated, and destroyed by these massive and numbing atrocities. It is crucial to confront 
the personal memoirs of genocide and atrocity, like Bauman's or Edelman's, if we are to put 
a human face on the cold historical facts of the Holocaust, and to have a more acute 
understanding of the human realities of children, adults, and old people as they confronted 
cruelty, violence, humiliation, and extinction. 

*     *     *     *     * 

Literary theorist Julia Hell provides a fascinating treatment of the relationship between 
Janina Bauman's memoir and Zygmunt Bauman's Modernity and the Holocaust, along with 
writings by W. G. Sebald and Peter Weiss, through the lens of the myth of Orpheus and 
Eurydice ("Modernity and the Holocaust, or, Listening to Eurydice"; link). It is a very 
interesting piece. Here is a brief summary of Hell's approach: 

Seen through this particular lens, Bauman’s texts, especially Modernity and the Holocaust 
(2000 [1989]) and related essays and lectures, emerge as deeply entangled in a cultural 
imagination that is obsessed with issues of representation, acts of looking, and the nature of 
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human bonds in the wake of the Holocaust, a cultural imagination that tried to capture these 
topics by returning to the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice. (126) 

And Hell attempts to identify traces of the Orpheus/Eurydice story in Janina's narrative as 
well: 

Let me gather the bits and pieces of the Orphic story that have surfaced so far: with respect to 
the Orphic topography, we have the frequent use of the inferno on the one hand; on the other 
hand, we have a river dividing the almost-dead from the living. That is, Janina Bauman’s story 
situates Eurydice in hell. And then we have the different figurations of Eurydice -- the woman 
being led from the inferno by her mother and aunt or the woman waiting to be rescued ^ the 
Orphic topography of love and death, the underworld of the ghetto, the river dividing world 
and underworld, and the woman, who was doomed to die, the man who might or might not 
save her. What I want to draw attention to is the fact that Janina Bauman takes hold of 
particular moments in Eurydice’s story: the moment of danger when Eurydice is about to die, 
the moment of being about-to-be rescued, the moment of being rescued. (140) 

This is an intriguing effort at explaining the narrative structure and language of Janina 
Bauman's memoir. It gains plausibility when we recall from the text of Winter in Morning that 
Janina was a passionate reader of literature during the years of her adolescence in the terrors 
of Warsaw. She mentions reading most of Russian literature in one of the sanctuary 
apartments she and her sister and mother were able to find. It is entirely possible that Janina 
had read and absorbed The Divine Comedy in one half-illuminated cellar or another. 
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