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Even as the genocide of the Jews was unfolding, Rabbi Yizkhak Nissen-
baum, writing in the ever-diminishing Warsaw Ghetto, attempted to
distinguish between past persecutions of Jews and the ‘Final Solution’.
His point, however, was not merely to categorize different types of
exclusion, inhumanity, and butchery, but to set new parameters for the
manner in which the persecuted ought to react to this new and unpre-
cedented assault: ‘This is a time to sanctify life (kiddush hakhayim) and
not to sanctify God (kiddush hashem) through death. In the past the
enemies demanded the soul and the Jew sacrificed his soul to sanctify
God; now the oppressor demands the body of the Jew, and it is the Jew’s
duty to defend it, to protect his life.’ This crucial distinction, between
those who fought to die with honour, and those who struggled to
survive as human beings, had both immediate existential implications
and profound long-term ramifications for Jewish identity. And yet, in a
Europe occupied by a regime sworn to destroy each and every Jew,
survival ultimately depended much more on coincidence and luck than
on any consciously chosen mode of conduct. And as luck was in short
supply, the majority of European Jewry perished.

The tension between kiddush hashem and kiddush hakhayim has haunted
Jewish memory and identity ever since the Holocaust. But from a more
universal perspective, it is the distinction between ‘human’ and
‘inhuman’ that has remained at the core of the event. The Nazis, of
course, categorized humanity according to genetic and racial components
and their alleged social and moral ramifications. Thus the handicapped
were sterilized and later murdered as ‘lives unworthy of life’; homo-
sexuals, ‘asocials’, and ‘habitual criminals’ were persecuted, incarcerated
in camps, and often killed; such Slav peoples as the Russians and the
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Poles were defined as Untermenschen (‘subhumans’) who must be
decimated and enslaved; and the Sinti and Roma (Gypsies), whose
alleged racial inferiority combined with asocial predilections, were
slated for eradication as a destabilizing social element. Yet the Jews were
by far the worst enemy of all because of their supposed mission to
pollute all other races and take over the universe. Hence the Jews were
an ‘anti-race’, a living contradiction of and a mortal threat to ‘noble
humanity’ as embodied in the ‘Aryans’. Their destruction was an
ideological sine qua non and became a major goal of Germany’s wartime
policies.

Conversely, both in Soviet Russia and among the Western Allies
there were those who insisted during the war on the inherently evil or
at least sick ‘nature’ of the German people, while others (who eventually
won out) stressed that the Germans themselves were victims of a
criminal dictatorship from which they too had to be liberated. But
following the collapse of the Third Reich, and the exposure of the
horrors of the concentration camps, it was difficult to avoid the question:
who carried out these atrocities, in whose name, with what kind of
conviction, for what ends? Moreover, one was faced with the dilemma
of defining the humanity of the perpetrators: were they sadists, insane,
ideological fanatics, or were they normal human beings just like the rest
of us, indeed, just like their victims? And what were the implications of
either conclusion for the understanding of modern tyranny and
genocide?

The response by the late Israeli poet and Holocaust survivor, Dan
Pagis, to this question, should echo in our minds whenever we confront
the ‘concentrationary universe’. As he writes in the poem Testimony: ‘No
no: They were certainly / Human beings: Uniforms, boots. / How to
explain. They were made in the image. / I was a shadow. / I had another
maker. / And He in His mercy left nothing in me to die. / And I escaped
to Him, I rose, light, blue, / Reconciled, I’d say: Penitent: / Smoke to
omnipotent smoke / Without body and image.’ For Pagis, then, the
question is not the humanity of the perpetrator, which is, after all,
perfectly visible in his overpowering, lethal presence and decisive,
fateful actions. The question has to do with the humanity of the victim.
For on the one hand, the perpetrator strives to deprive the victims of
their human attributes so as to deny their existence even before he
murders them. But on the other hand, the victims desperately hold on
to these attributes to maintain a sense of humanity and a reason to
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survive; yet, at the same time, they long to escape the killer’s gaze, to
vanish from sight as individual human entities. Writes Pagis: ‘He
stands, stamps his boots a little, / Rubs his hands: He is cold in the
morning breeze, / A diligent angel who labored for his promotion. /
Suddenly he imagines he made an error: All eyes / He counts again in
the open notebook / The bodies waiting for him in the square, / A camp
within a camp: Only I / Am not there, not there, I am an error, / Quickly
extinguishing my eyes, erasing my shadow. / I won’t be missed, please.
The sum will add up / Without me: Here forever.’

The volumes under review, despite their massive size and the
generally high scholarly level of the contributions they contain, are
hardly concerned with these questions. This is somewhat curious,
especially considering the fact that the preface, by Barbara Distel, is a
plea for the importance of the survivors’ testimony in the historical
reconstruction of life in the concentration camps. To be sure, some of the
contributors do draw on testimonies and other documents by camp
inmates and survivors. But the main thrust of this work lies elsewhere.
What it is about, and what it both consciously and unconsciously sets
itself against, can be gleaned from a passing remark in the main
introduction by the editors. For while this collection indeed presents the
results of a great deal of new research conducted in Germany, Poland,
Lithuania, France, Austria, Italy, Israel, and the United States, and thus
constitutes a crucial addition to our knowledge, it is also predicated on
looking at the Nazi camps from a specific perspective. As the editors
note, the chapters in the two volumes are based on papers delivered at
a conference that was held in Weimar in 1995, the first such international
meeting on the Nazi camps since the 1980 conference at Yad Vashem,
which was, according to the editors, ‘primarily preoccupied with the
meaning of the concentration and death camps for the Holocaust and
the fate of the Jewish inmates’ (p. 32).

This new German collection thus maintains a complex relationship
with its predecessor, the Hebrew language publication of the Yad
Vashem proceeding, edited by Yisrael Gutman and Rachel Manbar as
The Nazi Concentration Camps (1984). While the assertion that the Israeli
volume is mainly concerned with the fate of the Jews is a somewhat
unfair exaggeration, there is no doubt that the Holocaust, as a general
term for the specific event of the genocide of the Jews, plays a larger role
in it than in the more recent German publication. Moreover, the Yad
Vashem collection differs in that it goes beyond the chronological
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parameters of the historical events in order to evaluate their repercussions
both on survivors and on later generations by way of sociological and
psychological studies and by analysing representations of the Holocaust
especially in memoirs and fiction. Conversely, the volumes under
review adhere strictly to the historical reality of the concentration camp
system, and pay far more attention to their organization from the
perspective of the perpetrators than to the manner in which they were
experienced by the victims. Indeed, this publication edited by Herbert
et al. manifests a certain degree of ambivalence toward the relationship
between the Holocaust (as the genocide of the Jews) and the concentration
camps (as a system of political repression, labour exploitation, and
murder). Put differently, these volumes have little to say either on the
origins or on the legacy of the camps; they are only marginally concerned
with the death camps (whose major victims were the Jews); and they are
inconsistent about and uncomfortable with the specific fate of the Jews
in the Nazi system.

This is related to another issue about which there is a more or less
general consensus among the contributors, namely, the assertion that
ideological factors played at best a minor role in the conceptualization
and implementation of the ‘concentrationary universe’. Hence, for
instance, the term anti-Semitism is hardly ever mentioned, whereas
such notions as logistical constraints, economic pressures, bureaucratic
procedures, and competition between agencies are greatly highlighted.
There is nothing very surprising in this interpretative predilection,
based as it is on a ‘functionalist’ tradition in German scholarship on the
Third Reich, however much this paradigm has been revised and modified
over the last few years. Yet considering recent debates over the role of
anti-Semitism in the Holocaust, the centrality of the ‘Final Solution’ for
the Third Reich, and the motivation of and relationship between
perpetrators and so-called ‘ordinary Germans’ or ‘ordinary men’, it is
somewhat perplexing that little attention is paid to such questions in
this new collection, a massive work certain to have a major impact on
future research in Germany and elsewhere.

Another characteristic feature of these volumes is their almost
obsessive preoccupation with facts and general timidity in gauging
their findings’ more general implications. Again, this is, of course, part
of a larger trend in German historical scholarship, especially under-
standable in the case of research on the camps. In the last decade or so,
young German scholars have, for the first time, carried out extensive
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archival research and thereby undermined many of the theoretical
assumptions of their elders, which often had little to do with the ‘facts
on the ground’ and the documents in the archives. One also sympathizes
with the psychological and methodological difficulties of working on
this topic, and the tendency to prefer a detached, dry, scholarly approach
so as to avoid the empty rhetoric and simplifications of the early post-
war years. But the result of this is still rather disappointing, since too
many of the essays in these volumes read as lists of facts sorely in need
of analysis and contextualization. Fortunately, the editors have included
the closing comments made by more mature scholars at the end of each
panel. In most cases, these more general essays do attempt not merely
to criticize the papers but, even more important, to locate them within
a larger historiographical context and interpretative framework. Even
if one does not necessarily agree with the commentators’ own
interpretations, they are extremely useful in giving the raw material of
documentation some sense, meaning, and direction.

Looked at from a different perspective, this new collection of essays
was conceived as a response to the theses propounded by the sociologist
Wolfgang Sofsky in his study The Order of Terror (German 2nd edn., 1993;
English edn., 1997). In this sense, while most of the contributors
distance themselves from what they see as an overly committed and
engaged approach to the study of the Holocaust by Jewish scholars,
they simultaneously set themselves apart from the perceived abstractions
and insufficient sensitivity to historical dynamics of Sofsky’s sociological
method. And yet, for this reader, while there is plenty of room to
disagree with Sofsky’s interpretation – not least because he too cannot
fit the genocide of the Jews into his model of the ‘concentration camp’
– his ability to isolate the main facets of camp society, and his brilliant
analysis of the function of power and control in the camp (a taste of
which is given in his concluding chapter to these volumes), far supersedes
the imperfectly digested facts and figures that fill many of the preceding
thousand pages.

This being said, there can be no doubt that these two volumes will
be an indispensable source for anyone wishing to write on the Nazi
camps for a long time to come. The main conceptual historical paradigm
on the development of the camps is the thesis proposed as early as 1978
by Falk Pingel (who also features prominently in the 1984 Yad Vashem
book). According to Pingel, the history of the camps can be divided into
three more or less distinct phases: (a) 1933 to 1936, when concentration
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camps were used mainly for the suppression and re-education of real
and imaginary domestic political opponents; (b) 1936-7 to 1941-2, in
which the camps were transformed into tools for the elimination of so-
called asocial and criminal elements and increasingly also for racial
persecution; and, finally, (c) from 1942 to the end of the war, during
which the camps became pools of forced labour under the conditions of
total war and a growing lack of manpower, and, at the same time,
facilitated the extermination of millions of undesirable human beings.

Much of the debate on the role of the concentration camps concerns
the implications of this historical development. Thus while the camps
had succeeded in suppressing political opposition by 1936 and from
this point of view could be dismantled, they were, in fact, greatly
expanded as a means to purge society of undesirables and to justify the
central role of the SS within the state. Even more crucially, by the latter
years of the war an inherent contradiction between forced labour and
mass killing in the camps seemed to develop. What the SS called
‘destruction through labour’ (Vernichtung durch Arbeit) could be seen as
exemplifying the Nazi state’s self-destructive dynamics; conversely, it
may also reflect its inner, if murderous, logic. From our own perspective,
it is difficult to understand why a regime in such dire need of labour
would simultaneously sanction the direct or indirect murder of so many
camp inmates. One answer is that, in the final analysis, ideological
arguments – particularly in the case of the Jews – always took precedence
over economic factors. Most contributors to these volumes, however,
argue that the ‘logic’ of ‘destruction through labour’ was derived from
the seemingly inexhaustible supply of new inmates. They did not die
because the regime wanted to kill them, but because it did not care if
they lived and saw no reason to invest in their survival, since until late
in the war they were easily replaceable. In this sense, the term ‘slave
labour’ is a misnomer; neither acquiring nor losing working inmates
through death had a price-tag. This was an economy based on free
labour and an extraordinarily high turnover of manpower whose life
expectancy was a mere few months (with the partial exception of a few
skilled workers whose living conditions were somewhat better).

This is a convincing argument as far as non-Jewish inmates are
concerned, but as many other recent studies have shown (and some
essays in these volumes too) in the case of the Jews ideological factors
were paramount; Jews were either plucked out of the labour force and
murdered, or were subjected to intentional ‘destruction through labour’.
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Indeed, as can be read in this collection, there was a certain degree of
improvement in the general treatment of concentration camp inmates
between 1942 and 1944, when labour was in high demand and food
provisioning and accommodation could still be assured. Only in 1944-
5, due to the disintegration of the Nazi state and the evacuations of
labour and concentration camps away from the front-lines in horrendous
‘death marches’, did the death-rate climb again to unprecedented
levels. And yet, it was precisely during this period, 1942-4, that the mass
of Europe’s Jewish population was murdered. Moreover, the genocide
continued until the last possible moment: in the fifty days between 8
May and 7 July 1944, more than 300,000 Hungarian Jews were gassed in
Birkenau, a daily average of 8,000 to 9,000 men, women and children. To
be sure, some other Hungarian Jews were taken to labour camps, such
as the Mittelbau-Dora complex, in which they died in vast numbers
digging underground facilities for Germany’s V rockets. But there was
obviously no relationship whatsoever between the numbers of able-
bodied men and women murdered and the labour needs of the Reich’s
economy.

The fundamental difficulty in the interpretative thrust of these two
volumes is therefore that they fail to integrate the Holocaust into the
general explanation of the concentration camp system. Had the Nazi
regime not conducted the genocide of the Jews, but rather treated the
Jews more or less in the same manner as all other political, ethnic, and
national groups it was busily exploiting and murdering, then the
approach proposed by these volumes would have appeared quite
reasonable. Indeed, we would have had to conclude that the Nazi camp
system was substantially similar to that of other totalitarian states, not
least the Soviet Union. It is possible to argue, of course, that in the Nazi
case we have two separate, though related, developments: the con-
centration camp system on the one hand, and the persecution and
genocide of the Jews, on the other. But since neither the editors nor the
contributors propose such an approach, one is left unclear as to how
these events and developments fit together and what is the relationship
between them.

Here, to be sure, different scholarly and national traditions offer
their own solutions. Polish scholars (both in the new German collection
and in the earlier Israeli volume) are keen to point out the sacrifice of the
Polish nation and the help rendered by Poles to Jews in escaping or
fighting the Germans. These historians are reluctant to concede the anti-
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Semitism that pervaded Poland in the 1930s and 1940s, and tend to
underplay the differences between German anti-Polish and anti-Jewish
policies. Conversely, a fair number of Israeli and non-Israeli Jewish
scholars stress the uniqueness of the Jewish fate in the war and the role
of anti-Semitism in determining the course and nature of the Holocaust.
Such views, however, are at best under-represented in the volumes
under review, especially as far as anti-Semitism is concerned. For their
part, most German scholars contributing to these volumes tend to
relegate ideological motivation and traditional prejudice to a secondary
role, and appear intent on redressing a perceived imbalance in the
scholarship on the camps that over-stresses the case of the Jews.

One could conclude by saying that those who have access to both
languages and wish to survey the full array of current research, trends,
and debates in scholarship on the Nazi camps and the Holocaust, would
do well to read all two-thousand pages in the German and Israeli
collections. But there is one last important issue that is unfortunately
only fleetingly referred to in the volumes under review, namely, the
long-term impact of the camps on our current existence. Considering
the public debates in Germany over the legacy of Nazism, it is a pity that
these volumes avoid any discussion of such crucial topics as post-war
justice in Germany, the politics of ‘overcoming’ the past, the individual
and collective psychological impact of Nazism on the Germans, and the
teaching and representation of that period. It is, after all, well worth
asking why, fifty years after the event, a new generation of German
scholars has undertaken to study Nazism with such zeal and energy.

In his 1969 novel, Man Son of Dog, the Israeli writer Yoram Kanyuk
described the impact of the Holocaust on Israeli society:

�
Who is left? Burnt remnants, wretched nervous wrecks .... Halved
people, quartered people .... All of us – moaning and yawning
and striving to make money, build houses, hurry, quick quick,
but all this happens during the daytime. At night we wake up in
the roomy houses, the modern apartments, the elegant cars, at
night we have nightmares and we scream, because the devil
scratched blue numbers on our arms. Do you know ... what kinds
of screams fill this country in the middle of the night? Powerful
screams ... all those numbers, screaming and weeping, not
knowing why and for what reason and how and when ... there is
no escape. Therefore they scream, they weep with burning
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humiliation. The knowledge ... that they were raw material in the
most sophisticated factory in Europe, under a heaven in which
God sat as an exiled foreigner .... That knowledge drives us
insane – and we have become a country which is the greatest
insane asylum on earth.

�
This harrowing passage illustrates the need to integrate the aftermath
of the camps into any historical work that wishes to analyse their
meaning for our time. Indeed, nothing would widen the perspective of
German scholars writing on Nazism more than a new focus on its long-
term impact on the victims. For it is only in this manner that we can
come to realize the extent to which the crimes of the Third Reich have
stamped our entire civilization throughout the second half of the
twentieth century and beyond.
�

�

�
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