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Introduction




The missionaries of Christianity had said in effect: You have no right to live among us as Jews. The secular rulers who followed had proclaimed: You have no right to live among us. The German Nazis had at last decreed: You have no right to live.

Raul Hilberg The Destruction of the European Jews (1961)





The Holocaust was an unprecedented crime against humanity, which aimed at the total annihilation of the entire Jewish population of Europe, down to the last man, woman and child. It was the planned, deliberate policy decision of a powerful state, the Nazi Reich, which mobilised all its resources to destroy an entire people. The Jews were not condemned to die for their religious beliefs or for their political opinions. Nor were they an economic or military threat to the Nazi state. They were killed not for what they had done but for the simple fact of their birth.

To be born a Jew in the eyes of Hitler and the Nazi regime meant that one was defined a priori as not being a human being and therefore as unworthy of life. There were other innocent victims of Nazi racial ideology: gypsies who were considered to be racially impure were sent to the gas chambers; Russians, Poles and other occupied nations in the East were reduced to slavery. Even those ethnic Germans who were branded as mentally or physically defective were put to death until a public outcry moderated this policy. We know that under the Nazi regime, the SS, the Einsatzgruppen, the Wehrmacht, the Order Police and the guards in the death camps practised brutality on a hitherto unknown scale; that they mowed down row upon row of shivering, half-naked adults and smashed to pieces the heads of Jewish infants without pity or remorse; that they built a vast system of concentration camps and death camps whose sole purpose was the production of corpses on an industrial scale.

The question is, why? Why were Jews worked to death on senseless, unproductive tasks, even when the Reich was suffering an acute labour shortage? Why were skilled Jewish armaments workers killed in the camps despite the pressing military needs of the Wehrmacht? Why did the Nazis insist they were fighting an omnipotent ‘Jewish’ power even as their mass murder of the Jews revealed the powerlessness of their enemy?

At the heart of this seeming mystery lay a millenarian ideology or Weltanschauung (world-view) which proclaimed that ‘the Jew’ was the source of all evils – especially internationalism, pacifism, democracy and Marxism; that he was responsible for Christianity, the Enlightenment and Freemasonry. The Jew was branded ‘a ferment of decomposition’, formlessness, chaos and ‘racial degeneration’. Jews were identified with the inner fragmentation of urban civilisation, the dissolving acid of critical rationalism and the loosening of morality. They stood behind the ‘rootless cosmopolitanism’ of international capital and the threat of world revolution. They were the Weltfeind – the ‘world enemy’ against which National Socialism defined its own grandiose racial Utopia of a Thousand-Year Reich.

In Hitler’s genocidal racist ideology, the redemption (Erlösung) of the Germans and of ‘Aryan’ humanity depended upon the ‘final solution’ (Endlösung) of the ‘Jewish Question’. Unless the demonic ‘world enemy’ was finally annihilated, there would be no ‘peace’ in a Europe that had to be united under Germanic leadership; a continent in which Germany fulfilled its natural destiny and expanded to the East to create Lebensraum (living space) for its own people. The Second World War that Hitler initiated was simultaneously a war for territorial hegemony and a battle against the mythical Jewish enemy.

War made the Holocaust a concrete possibility. The victories of the Wehrmacht brought millions of Jews for the first time under the heel of German power. The task of annihilating them in cold blood was delegated by Hitler to the SS under the Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler and his closest subordinate Reinhard Heydrich. As early as 1939 a so-called ‘euthanasia programme’, responsible to Hitler and the Führer Chancellery, was initiated to eliminate nearly 90,000 ethnic Germans deemed ‘unfit to live’ because they were physically or mentally ‘defective’. This programme, temporarily halted in 1941, proved to be a training ground for the ‘Final Solution’. In late 1941 its personnel, apparatus and experience in killing by poison gas were transferred to death camps in Poland to be used against the Jews.

The Holocaust required more than an apocalyptic ideology of anti-Semitism in order to be implemented. It was equally the product of the most modern and technically developed society in Europe – one with a highly organised bureaucracy. The streamlined, industrialised mass killings carried out in death camps like Auschwitz and Treblinka were a novum in European and world history. But millions of Jews were also killed by the Germans and their helpers, using more primitive, ‘archaic’ methods in Russia, eastern Europe and the Balkans. The Einsatzgruppen and police battalions hunted down Jews and executed them in gruesome pit-killings, in forests, ravines and trenches. Russians, Poles, Serbs and Ukrainians, although not earmarked for systematic mass murder, also suffered decimation in large numbers. Three million Soviet prisoners of war would die in German captivity.

Some, like Daniel Goldhagen, have argued that the Germans carried out these murders because they were Germans; their political culture and mindset had already been pre-programmed by an ‘eliminationist anti-Semitism’ that existed since the mid-nineteenth century. That proposition seems to me unconvincing. Before Hitler, völkisch racist anti-Semitism had not made great inroads in Germany, though it was far from being a negligible quantity. Anti-Semitism had been much stronger and more influential in Tsarist Russia, Romania or the Habsburg Monarchy and its successor states, especially Poland, Slovakia and Austria. Germany before 1933 was still a state based on the rule of law, where Jews achieved remarkable economic success, were well integrated into society, enjoyed equal rights and decisively shaped its modernist culture.

Hitler’s rise to power would not have been possible without the carnage of the First World War, the traumatic impact of German military defeat, the humiliation of the Versailles Treaty, the economic crises of the Weimar Republic and the fear of communist revolution. Anti-Semitism, while central to Hitler, Goebbels, Himmler, Streicher and other Nazi leaders, was not the main vote-catcher of the movement. But once racist anti-Semitism became the official state ideology of the Third Reich, reinforced by an extraordinarily powerful propaganda apparatus and a barrage of anti-Jewish laws, its impact was devastating.

The receptiveness of Germans (and other Europeans) to the demonisation of the Jews after 1933 owed a great deal to the much older tradition of Christian anti-Judaism, which went back to the Middle Ages. The Nazis did not need to invent the prevailing images of ‘the Jew’ as a usurer, blasphemer, traitor, ritual murderer, dangerous conspirator against Christendom and deadly threat to the foundations of morality. Both secular rulers and the Christian churches had ensured that (until the French Revolution) Jews were pariahs in European society, condemned to a position of inferiority and subordination. Racism, too, had been used in Catholic Spain in the fifteenth century to justify the removal even of converted Jews from public functions and positions of economic influence.

The Protestant Reformation, especially in Germany, brought little improvement in the status of the Jews. Luther’s anti-Jewish diatribes would indeed be a contributing factor in later German Protestant complicity with Hitler’s deeds and the prevailing silence during the Third Reich’s anti-Semitic persecutions. Catholics, too, were increasingly implicated in anti-Semitic political movements in France, Austria, Hungary, Slovakia, Poland and other European states in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. During the Holocaust, many Catholic clerics, like the Protestants, were often indifferent or even hostile to Jews, though there were also cases of heroic resistance to Nazism and rescue by ‘righteous Gentiles’. The deep ambivalence of the Vatican and the Christian churches cannot, however, be understood without taking into account the long-standing ‘teaching of contempt’ that had deep roots in the New Testament itself and in the teachings of the Church Fathers. Nazism, though ultimately determined to uproot Christianity, could build on the negative stereotypes about Jews and Judaism that the Churches had disseminated over centuries.

The Germans did not carry out the Holocaust alone, although under Nazi rule they were undoubtedly its spearhead and driving force. They found many willing collaborators and ‘helpers’ among Lithuanians, Latvians, Ukrainians, Hungarians, Romanians, Croats and other European nationalities, especially when it came to killing Jews. Austrians (who had been annexed to the German Reich in 1938) formed a wholly disproportionate number of the SS killers, death camp commandants and personnel involved in the ‘Final Solution’. Even official France ‘collaborated’ eagerly, not in the killing of Jews but in their deportation eastwards and in the passage of draconian racist legislation.

The Holocaust was a pan-European event that could not have happened unless millions of Europeans by the late 1930s had not wished to see an end to the age-old Jewish presence in their midst. This consensus was especially strong in the countries of east-central Europe where the bulk of Jewry lived and still retained its own national characteristics and cultural distinctiveness. But there was also a growing anti-Semitism in western Europe and America, tied to the hardships caused by the Great Depression, increased xenophobia, fear of immigration and the influence of fascist ideas.

This hostility would influence the unwillingness of British and American decision-makers to undertake any significant rescue efforts on behalf of European Jewry during the Holocaust. Already in the 1930s the quota-system in the United States had precluded any mass immigration of Jews from central and eastern Europe that might have relieved some of the enormous pressures on Jewry. British concerns about Arab unrest in Palestine following increased Jewish immigration in the 1930s to the ‘Jewish National Home’, led to another major refuge being denied and sealed off. Hitler duly noted these responses and the appeasement policy of the West before 1939, drawing his own conclusions: that his expansionist ambitions could be implemented without too great a risk and that the West would not interfere with his increasingly radical anti-Jewish measures.

The Jews of Europe, on the eve of the Holocaust, found themselves in a trap from which there appeared to be no escape. They were faced by the most menacing and dangerous enemy in their history – a dynamic great power in the heart of the European continent that openly sought their destruction. Its influence was felt in neighbouring states, especially to the east and southeast of Europe which were passing anti-Semitic laws of their own to restrict Jewish rights and pushing for the removal or emigration of their Jewish populations. Moreover, the three million Jews in Communist Russia were cut off from the rest of the Jewish world; yet the identification of Jews with Bolshevism had become a highly dangerous political myth that would eventually fuel the mass murders carried out by the Nazis and their allies on the Eastern Front after June 1941.

The Jews of America were also limited in what they could do for European Jewry, by a combination of their own insecurity, fear of anti-Semitism and the reality of American isolationism prior to late 1941. The Jews of Palestine were still a relatively small community under British control and faced with a hostile Arab majority. The Zionist movement, while growing in the 1930s, was too fragmented politically and fractious to be effective.

The Nazi myth of the Jews as a well-organised, international power with clearly defined goals and common ‘racial’ interests could not therefore have been further removed from reality. The Jews were in fact disorganised, relatively powerless, lacking in solidarity or any agreed political agenda. Before and during the Holocaust they did not have a State, an army, a common territory or flag, let alone a coherent organisational centre.

With rare exceptions, such as Denmark, Finland, Italy or Bulgaria (which had only relatively small Jewish populations), the Jews would moreover be cruelly disappointed by the lack of solidarity of most of their Gentile neighbours once the dark night of persecution descended upon them. Even more bitter was the ease with which the protection of European states and governments, which they had loyally served and trusted, was withdrawn and their rights sacrificed as if they were absolute pariahs, beyond the pale of civilisation. Many Jews were reluctant to confront these harsh facts and draw the necessary conclusions before it was too late. Hitler’s war found them trapped and virtually defenceless against a ruthless enemy bent on their total destruction in a world largely indifferent to their fate.

From this searing and potentially shattering trauma, the Jewish people nonetheless rose up after the Second World War to establish their own independent state. Other nations and minorities also learned the price of powerlessness after the Second World War and have fought to achieve their freedom from totalitarian tyranny and foreign oppression. But the Holocaust also has more universal lessons. It reminds us that xenophobia, racism and anti-Semitism can lead to group violence and atrocities on an unimaginable scale; that any society, however culturally, scientifically and technologically advanced, can become totally criminal once it loses its ability to distinguish between right and wrong. The Holocaust underlines the danger of trusting in the idolatry of power when it lacks any ethical restraint. It drives home the lesson that each individual is responsible for his or her own conscience and fate. It is a warning from history that obeying orders can be no excuse for criminal acts.

If there is a general lesson, then we must learn that evil can and must be resisted in its early stages; that we always have choices and there can be no place for racism and anti-Semitism in a civilised society. Thinking about the Holocaust is like staring into an abyss and hoping it will not stare back. It is the ultimate extreme case, a black hole of history that not only challenges our facile assumptions about modernity and progress but questions our very sense of what it means to be human.



I Anti-Semitism and the Jews




After Satan Christians have no greater enemies than the Jews … They pray many times each day that God may destroy us through pestilence, famine and war, aye, that all beings and creatures may rise up with them against the Christians.

Abraham a Sancta Clara (1683), Viennese Catholic preacher







I hold the Jewish race to be the born enemy of pure humanity and everything noble in it. It is certain that it is running us Germans into the ground, and I am perhaps the last German who knows how to hold himself upright in the face of Judaism, which already rules everything.

Richard Wagner (1881)







We therefore raise our voice, Polish Catholics. Our feelings towards the Jews have not undergone a change. We have not stopped regarding them as the political, economic and ideological enemies of Poland … [but] we do not wish to be Pilates. We do not have the means to act against the German murders, we cannot advise, we can save no one – but we protest from the depths of our hearts, overcome with pity, indignation, and dread. This protest is demanded of us by God. God who does not permit murder … The blood of the defenceless cries out for vengeance to heaven. He among us who does not support this protest is not a Catholic.

Zofia Kossak-Szczucka, Protest (A pamphlet of August 1942)





Mass killings go back to the dawn of human history. Throughout recorded time there have been countless massacres, some on religious grounds, others for political or territorial reasons. Native peoples have been exterminated in colonial wars. Millions of black Africans were sold into slavery. The colonisation of North America, Australia, Africa and other parts of the globe by expanding Western societies involved constant displacement, despoliation and sometimes even the genocide of indigenous populations in the name of empire, plunder and ‘progress’. In the early twentieth century, the Turkish massacre of over a million Armenians during the First World War marked a new stage of brutality.1 However, if the number of victims alone were to be our point of departure, then pride of place might go to those unfortunate Soviet citizens who were shot, starved or worked to death in the Gulags of Stalinist Russia as ‘enemies of the people’, in the name of Marxist ideology.2 The victims of this ‘auto-genocide’ that a totalitarian regime inflicted on its own subjects may have been as many as twenty million people. (While staggeringly high, this was a much lower percentage of all Soviet citizens than the one-third of all Jewish people in the world who were killed by the Nazis.) No less horrifying were the events in Maoist China (the full story has yet to be told) and on a much smaller scale in Communist Cambodia during the 1970s. The slaughter in Rwanda and ‘ethnic cleansing’ in ex-Yugoslavia in the 1990s further demonstrate that the dark genocidal chapter in human history is far from over.

Even during the Second World War, several genocides occurred, though of different magnitudes. Approximately three million Polish Gentiles fell victim to the Nazis, as did a similar number of Russian prisoners of war who were starved to death by the Germans. Both groups were used as guinea pigs at Auschwitz before the gassing of Jews began. The German war in the east involved much more than exterminating the Jews – it was initially conceived as part of a larger grand design for a radical and complete racial restructuring, in which Poles, Russians and Ukrainians would be expropriated, deported or killed.3 Gypsies, too, were earmarked for destruction if they were deemed racially impure. Between 250,000 and half a million gypsies were sent to their deaths between 1939 and 1945, coterminous with the Holocaust. Gypsies (Roma and Sinti) did not, of course, hold the same place as did Jews or Judaism either in Christian consciousness or in the Nazi world-view. Prejudice and hostility towards their nomadic way of life was nonetheless widespread and in some ways comparable to the perception of Jews as aliens in Christian Europe.4

The Nazis were particularly hostile to the gypsies as an ‘antisocial’ element and as ‘people of different blood’ who fell under the Nuremberg race laws of 1935. A year later, some groups of gypsies were sent to Dachau concentration camp. Heinrich Himmler’s decree of December 1937 permitted their arrest on the extremely elastic grounds of asocial behaviour, even without the commission of any criminal act. Further legislation in 1938 to deal with the ‘gypsy plague’, aimed at a strict separation between ‘pure’ and ‘mixed blood’ gypsies, as well as between Germans and gypsies.5 During the war, Nazi policy became even more radicalised and in the autumn of 1941, 5000 Austrian gypsies were deported to the Lodz ghetto. Then, in early 1942, some gypsies were murdered along with Jews in the Chelmno death camp. Gypsies started arriving in Auschwitz-Birkenau on 26 February 1943. A great many died of hunger, disease and from ‘medical experiments’; later in 1944, women and children were gassed. In the Baltic States and the Soviet Union, gypsies were murdered by the Einsatzgruppen; in Yugoslavia by the Ustashe regime; in Hungary they were persecuted and rounded up the Arrow Cross fascists. In France, they were interned and later sent to camps in Germany. Two thirds of the Polish gypsies died under Nazi occupation.

The Nazis regarded ‘the fight against the Gypsy Menace’ after 1939 as ‘a matter of race’ and insisted on the need to ‘separate once and for all the gypsy race (Zigeunertum) from the German nation (Volkstum)’, to prevent the danger of miscegenation. In that respect, there was an ideological link between the murder of Jews and gypsies, both of them forming part of a composite Nazi vision of radical ethnic cleansing or ‘purification’ of the Volksgemeinschaft. Indeed, the settlement of the ‘Gypsy Question’ was conceived from the outset in the framework of ‘knowledge stemming from ethnological research’ under the jurisdiction of Heinrich Himmler as Reichsführer SS and chief of the German police. The fate of the gypsies, as Himmler made clear in September 1942, was not a matter for the law or the courts, any more than that of the Jews. Hence they were totally at the mercy of the police and SS and liable to be thrown at any time into concentration camps. The accusations against them of hereditary racial inferiority, economic parasitism or sexual ‘immorality’ threatening to the general German population overlapped with the demagogy of anti-Semitism.

As with the Jews, it was wartime that provided the cover for the annihilation of all gypsies, except those Sinti and Lalleri tribes classified as ‘racially pure’.6 This was, then, a case of genocide comparable at some points to the Holocaust yet different in its motivation and scale. The gypsies were deemed a ‘social menace’ though never a total and universal enemy like the Jews, engaged in a universal conspiracy against Germany and the ‘Aryan’ world. The ‘Gypsy Question’ had, for example, only marginal importance in the Nazi political agenda and Hitler himself referred to gypsies on only two occasions, in stark contrast to his relentless obsession with the Jews.7 Moreover, ‘racially pure’ gypsies were never regarded as a danger to the German people and were even thought of as having noble blood. Thus, the horrible crime against the gypsies as a social group did not aim in principle at the total annihilation of an entire people.

The Holocaust was unprecedented – as compared to other genocides – because it was the planned, deliberate policy decision of a powerful state that had mobilised all its resources to destroy the entire Jewish people. In this diabolical aim the Germans were almost successful in Europe and only their military defeat prevented its gruesome completion. By 1945 two thirds of European Jewry had been wiped out by the Nazis, leaving only a remnant of the ancient Jewish culture that had existed on European soil for nearly two millennia. One of the more remarkable aspects of this mass murder was that Jews never constituted (except in the paranoid Nazi mindset) any economic, political or military threat to the German state. On the contrary, had there been a Nobel Prize for passionate identification with German language and culture before 1933, the Jews would surely have won it. During the First World War they made great efforts to demonstrate their patriotic loyalty and validate their Germanness (Deutschtum) on the battlefield. Before the rise of Hitler, they had felt very much at home in what they regarded as a well-ordered state, based on the rule of law.

If anything, there were striking affinities between Germans and Jews that seemed to augur well for their common future: a great respect for education, hard work, the importance of the family and a marked talent for abstract, speculative thinking. Both Germans and Jews were considered highly musical and often regarded by other nations as being both indispensable and troublesome, aggressive and prone to self-pity. Judenhass (Judaeophobia) and Deutschenhass (Germanophobia) had more than a few attributes in common. But, as Freud shrewdly observed, the ‘narcissism of little differences’ can produce great hatreds; proximity, affinity and assimilation may in certain circumstances give rise to an intense and irrational backlash. The German ‘Jewish Question’ of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was precisely such a case. It was an amalgam of false perceptions, stereotypes and delusions that had many sources: Christian anti-Judaism, neo-Romantic völkisch mysticism and a racist obsession with Jews and other ‘aliens’ that assumed a special virulence in Nazi ideology.8

This shadow-boxing with imaginary demons and projective Angst persuaded the novelist Jacob Wassermann that Judaeophobia was the German national hatred – a self-induced pathological delusion that was not only irrational but impenetrable. Germans, he concluded in 1921, were emotionally resistant to accepting Jews as their equals and given to scapegoating them for every crisis, setback or defeat. Jew-hatred embodied every conceivable sexual frustration, social anxiety, jealousy, animosity, bloodlust and greedy instinct that Germans were otherwise unable to exorcise.9 Thirty years earlier, the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche had been equally severe, heaping aristocratic contempt on the Jew-baiters of the 1880s as Schlechtweggekommene – life’s losers and born misfits, bungled, botched and envious creatures, eaten up with neurotic ressentiment.10

This verdict was all the more remarkable since Nietzsche had at one time been under the spell of the composer Richard Wagner – the fons et origo of modern German anti-Semitism. Moreover, to compound the irony, his own rhetoric about the Übermensch (Superman), the ‘blond beast’ and the ‘will to power’ would later be eagerly annexed by fascists and Nazis. Indeed, Nietzsche’s relentless assault on Judaeo-Christian morality did provide one of the deeper sources of inspiration for the Nazi Revolution. It was, after all, Nietzsche who had branded priestly Judaism and the teachings of the Gospels as the beginning of ‘the slave-revolt in morals’. The Jews, he explained with oracular certitude, had engineered the greatest transvaluation of values in world history, two thousand years earlier in Roman-occupied Palestine. It was a most fateful and catastrophic event – responsible in his eyes for all the ‘decadent’ modern ideologies of liberalism, rationalism, socialism and levelling mass democracy.11 In the 1930s it would not be difficult for fascists and Nazis – intoxicated with the hubris of self-deification – to adapt Nietzschean ideas about modern decadence to their own totalitarian-nihilist agenda.12

It mattered little that few Nazis had actually read Nietzsche or paid attention to his contempt for the Germans and admiration for Jews. The attraction lay in the prospect of transgression on a grand scale, the Nietzschean smashing of those remaining taboos that still reined in the barbarian warrior-lust lurking under an increasingly thin ‘civilised’ veneer. Nazism, (mis)understood as a Nietzschean experiment, seemed to be offering to the German people a Faustian pact with the Devil. In return for destroying traditional Christian moral restraints, perhaps they would be granted future hegemony over the earthly kingdoms which other European powers had already partitioned among themselves.

The demonisation of the Jews and Judaism assumed immense symbolic importance in this endeavour. The Nazi leaders (and especially Hitler) were obsessed with the doctrine of the ‘Chosen People’ and its imagined secret power. They read into it a prefiguration of their own will to set the races apart under an iron law, until the end of time.13 The singularity of the Jews, and the mystery of their survival over thousands of years, was treated as if it were a vindication of the eternal truths of blood and race.14 Nazi racism can indeed be seen as a blasphemous gloss on, or perhaps even as a grotesque parody of, Judaic chosenness. To put it bluntly, there could not be two chosen peoples. The character of Hitler’s messianic pretensions necessitated the removal of that very people who had embodied chosenness for three millennia. The Jews were responsible (or rather guilty) in his eyes for having invented the very notion of a moral conscience, in defiance of all healthy, natural instincts.15 They had bequeathed this noxious ideal to Christianity and communism, with their contending dreams of the brotherhood of man, human equality and justice. Though outwardly incompatible, these world-views were for the Nazis two sides of the same Judaic coin – egalitarian ideals that had caused incalculable suffering, persecution and intolerance. Moreover, the Jews were accused of having deliberately encouraged the mixing of races and devitalising doctrines of democracy that could only destroy the foundations of human culture itself. For the Nazis, the world had to be liberated from such ‘evil’ principles so that mankind could return once more to its pristine natural order. Thus the planned, systematic eradication of Judaic values preceded the physical annihilation of the Jewish people and was its necessary prerequisite.

In its own perverse way, Nazism did indeed grasp something fundamental about Judaism and the Jews. For at the heart of Judaism stood the belief in a single, all-powerful deity who had created the universe and installed mankind at its heart to uphold the moral law. The revelation of the Divine Law and the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai had made the Biblical Israelites into a covenanted people, chosen by God for a distinctive ethical mission. They had been chosen not to conquer an empire but to carry a divine revelation which affirmed that man was created in the image of his Maker; that each human being carried a divine spark, and that each life was sacred. ‘Thou shalt not kill’ rang out as the clarion call for any civilised moral code of mankind (one that Nazism would exactly invert) along with universal injunctions against adultery, theft, blasphemy and the worship of false gods. In the Mosaic teaching, special attention was paid to the rights of the weak and oppressed, the orphan, the widowed, the enslaved and the stranger within the gates. Judaism was in that respect the antithesis of the xenophobic racist nationalism espoused by fascists and Nazis. At the heart of the Torah (the Five Books of Moses) was the demand for ‘justice, and only justice’. Whenever the biblical Israelites were in danger of backsliding and whoring after false gods, a prophet would arise to call them back to the straight path. The cry of Amos: ‘Let justice roll down as waters, and righteousness as a mighty stream,’ is the leitmotif of biblical prophecy. The Amidah prayer of Rosh Hashanah (the Jewish New Year) makes the fulfilment of God’s kingdom in this world conditional on the disappearance of arrogance, injustice and oppression from the face of the earth. In the Judaic conception it is that ideal which is the ultimate goal of human history, one wholly incompatible with the Nazi vision of the world. The Torah (completed by the Talmud and rabbinical teachings through the centuries) became the constitution and ‘law of life’ of the Jewish people, holding it together through two millennia of dispersion. It was their ‘portable homeland’ in the profound words of the German-Jewish poet Heinrich Heine and also the mark of their vocation as a distinct people among the nations.

Only in the era of emancipation in the nineteenth century (primarily in the democratic societies of the West) did Jews begin to redefine themselves as a denationalised religious group, comparable in certain respects to Catholics or Protestants.16 Yet the bulk of the Jewish diaspora, concentrated as it was in compact and dense settlements in eastern Europe, continued to preserve its distinct languages (Yiddish, Ladino, etc.), a social code, a value system, customs and laws very different from the surrounding peoples’ as well as stubbornly maintaining its separate religious beliefs. The Jewish self-understanding of being a ‘people apart’ was further reinforced by a strong sense of continuity of persecutions to which they had been subjected during their long exile, following the destruction of the Second Temple (AD 70). Thus a sense of being linked in a common community of suffering and fate reinforced their diasporic identity.

Even before the loss of national independence nearly two thousand years ago, Jews had already displayed formidable powers of resistance and survivalist instincts against the sway of vast ancient empires such as Egypt, Assyria, Babylon and Persia. Under Judah Maccabee and the priestly clan of the Hasmoneans, they had revolted against the cultural and political yoke of an all-conquering Hellenism, leading in 142 BC to the brief re-establishment of Jewish political sovereignty in Judea. Subsequently the Jews would rise in a series of unsuccessful revolts against the military might of imperial Rome, preferring martyrdom to the betrayal of their heritage and faith. It was in this messianic atmosphere of repeated Jewish rebellions against a fiercely repressive Roman rule that Christianity emerged in first-century Palestine, as the teaching of a dissident sect originating out of Judaism. Not only Jesus of Nazareth but also his mother Mary, all of his disciples and the apostle Paul were born as Jews. The new faith that grew out of the teachings of Jews (as recounted in the Gospels) was to have a powerful influence on the subsequent fate of the dispersed and exiled Jewish people in what would become, after Constantine the Great, an increasingly Christianised Europe from the fourth century AD.17 On the one hand, Jews were permitted to exist with some protection from the Church and secular rulers in the Middle Ages; the other side of the same coin was their abject theological status as an ‘accursed people’ and ‘murderers of God’.18

In the New Testament one can find a number of references to ‘the Jews’ as children of ‘your father the Devil’ or to the ‘synagogue of Satan’. Nor is it an accident that Judas, the disciple alleged to have betrayed Jesus for filthy lucre, would eventually emerge as the collective incarnation of the Jewish people and a universal byword for treachery and cowardice. In the writings of the Church Fathers from the fourth century onwards, Jews are consistently and malevolently depicted as ‘murderers of the prophets’, ‘adversaries and haters of God’, ‘enemies of the faith’ or ‘advocates of the Devil’; they were portrayed as vipers, slanderers, scoffers, ‘leaven of the Pharisees’; carnal, sensual, dissolute, mercenary, and corrupt; they were supposedly driven exclusively by sex, money and power – the things of this world that Christianity professed to despise.19 This language of invective continued to echo down the centuries, with greater or lesser intensity (according to country and circumstances) throughout most of the lands of Christendom. The main effect of these savage polemics was to humiliate, discredit and delegitimise the Judaic parent religion from which Christianity itself had sprung.20 Such a comprehensive negation demonstrated that Judaism had no raison d’être after the appearance of Christ, for the Church had now become the ‘true’ Israel and repository of the New Covenant. The divine blessings and promises given to the Israelites in the Hebrew Bible (appropriated as Christian Holy Scriptures and revered as the anticipation and validation of the Gospels) were reserved for the Church itself and for ‘God’s people’ (the Gentile Christians). The curses and the maledictions were applied to the reprobate Jews. Had they not been abandoned and punished by God with permanent wandering and exile, for their blindness in failing to recognise Jesus as Messiah? Would they not continue to be persecuted until they converted to the true faith?

After the First Crusade of 1096 (when the crusading armies massacred Jews in the Rhineland as ‘infidels’ and ‘Christ-killers’, before slaughtering both Muslims and Jews during their conquest of Jerusalem), the theological charge of deicide became increasingly explosive, blending with irrational popular superstitions.21 The so-called blood libel that spread from Norwich in England (in the eleventh century) to the European Continent, was based on the pure fabrication that Jews required the fresh blood of Christian children to make their matzot (unleavened bread) at Passover time, which usually coincided with the Christian Easter.22 The unexplained disappearance of any Christian child at Easter could, as a result, provoke suspicions that it had been kidnapped and killed by Jews. Such counter-factual myths produced ritual murder trials, pogroms and violence against Jewish communities even in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. No less destructive was the irrational fantasy that Jews deliberately and malevolently pierced Holy Communion wafers to make them bleed (the so-called ‘desecration of the Host’) as if they were compulsively repeating and re-enacting the crucifixion of Christ. Other ominous medieval accusations included the allegation that Jews had poisoned the wells in order to provoke the bubonic plagues of the ‘Black Death’, which decimated European society in the fourteenth century. Jews in the Middle Ages were also persistently depicted as bloodsucking usurers, as sorcerers, blasphemers, insatiable enemies of Christ and agents of the Devil, secretly plotting the downfall of Christendom. Only on a soil watered for centuries by such a fearsome demonology could the Holocaust have been conceived, let alone carried out with so little opposition.23

Even the great German Protestant reformer Martin Luther, despite his devastating assault on the corruption, falsehoods and superstitions abounding in the papal Rome of his day, could not free himself of the demonic anti-Jewish image that he had inherited from the medieval Church.24 In his diatribe of 1543, ‘Concerning the Jews and their Lies’ (cynically used to justify the Nazi burning of synagogues in 1938), Luther began by reiterating the traditional Christian view of the Jews as a ‘damned’ and ‘rejected’ people. His ‘honest advice’ to German rulers was to set Jewish houses of worship on fire, break down their homes, deprive them of prayer books, forbid their rabbis to teach (‘under threat of death’) and confiscate their passports and travelling privileges. The Jews had to be ‘stopped from usury’ by being made ‘to earn their bread by the sweat of their noses’ through hard labour in the fields. Luther proposed that the secular rulers of German principalities follow the example of other nations such as France, Spain and Bohemia by expropriating the property of the Jews, to ‘drive them out of the country for all time’. This programme of ‘severe mercy’ (as Luther called it) ‘ought to be done for the honour of God and of Christianity in order that God may see that we are Christians, and that we have not wittingly tolerated or approved of such public lying, cursing, and blaspheming of His Son and His Christians …’25

Like the relentlessly negative stereotypes of medieval Catholicism that had shaped his outlook, Luther’s Protestant Reformation in Germany with its hateful depiction of the satanic Jews, created a powerful arsenal of myths, images and fantasies on which Nazi anti-Semitism could build. Long before the Nazis, the Jews had been demonised in theological polemics, in sermons, medieval mystery plays, in the visual arts, in fiction and in popular folklore as mysterious and threatening incarnations of evil. They were the most potent and hated collective ‘other’ against which Christian Europe could define itself.26 At times, they seemed raised to the status of a metaphysical abstraction, embodying the most sinister forces of heresy, carnality and black magic. ‘The Jew’ resembled a creature of a different order, scarcely human at all. Nazism secularised and sharply radicalised this image but invented relatively little that was new at the level of basic stereotypes.

The biological racism of the Nazis did introduce a relatively new element into Judaeophobia, though this apparent innovation also had Christian precedents. For example, in fifteenth century Catholic Spain, the ‘purity of blood’ statutes had been introduced to distinguish ‘Old’ from ‘New Christians’ (conversos or Jewish converts) and to help root out ‘Judaising’ influences.27 The manic hunt by the Spanish Inquisition for crypto-Jews, the violent pogroms that began in the late fourteenth century, the autos-da-fé and the terrifying persecution which led to the mass expulsion of 150,000 Jews in 1492, were an early modern foregleam of the Nazi genocide.28 It was surely significant that this witch-hunt occurred in precisely that European society where Jews had enjoyed the most remarkable ‘Golden Age’, a success story that anticipated the German-Austrian-Jewish ‘symbiosis’ of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In medieval Spain, too, Jews had already gone far down the road of acculturation, social integration and extensive conversion. They had attained remarkable heights in literature, philosophy, commerce, the professions and even in government. The prosperity and success of the Spanish Jews and ‘New Christians’ aroused the envy of their rivals as well as the hostility of the Catholic Church, which feared the seeds of heresy. No less importantly, the decision to exclude both Jews and Muslims provided a focal point for Spain’s ambitious rulers to proclaim the unity of the nation, which had completed its ‘reconquest’ from Islam under the banner of the Holy Catholic faith. As elsewhere, in Europe, the imminent prospect of expropriating substantial Jewish wealth provided a decidedly material incentive for both rulers and populace alike.

In contrast to the expulsions of Jews from England (1290), France (1306, 1332), from the German principalities and then from Spain and Portugal (end of the fifteenth century), the kingdom of Poland was initially very welcoming to the Jews as an urban, commercial element who could help rebuild its shattered economy after the Mongol invasions. From the fourteenth century until the partitions of Poland in the late eighteenth century, Jews would enjoy an unprecedentedly wide degree of autonomy under the protection of charters of liberty, guaranteed by successive Polish rulers. They were frequently employed by the Polish nobility as estate managers and tax collectors, often served as middlemen between landowners and peasants and played a similar intermediary role in the towns as traders and craftsmen. Poland would become in its imperial heyday, and still remain even in its decay, a leading centre of Ashkenazi Jewish scholarship and spirituality. On the other hand, the massacres associated with the name of Bogdan Chelmnicki, leader of a Ukrainian peasants revolt in 1648-9 against the Polish nobility, were a frightening reminder of the vulnerability of the Jews’ position in the Polish lands. Between a quarter to a third of the Jewish population in the Ukraine and southern Poland were slaughtered by rampaging Ukrainian Cossacks. They were put to the sword as ‘Christ-killers’ and as tax-collecting middlemen serving the interests of the hated Polish landlords.29

In western Europe, Jews definitively entered the modern era with the French Revolution of 1789. By sweeping away all the feudal privileges of the ancien régime (including the special position of the Catholic Church) the French National Assembly for the first time established Jewish civic equality in Europe. The revolutionary generation who emancipated the Jews in 1791 had been influenced by universalist Enlightenment ideals, an optimistic faith in reason, a generally cosmopolitan outlook and the belief that human beings could be made perfectible through education and a change in social conditions. The more radical strand of the Enlightenment offered to the Jews the promise of a new beginning, as long as they were willing to throw off the shackles of their own Judaic tradition. As the Comte de Clermont-Tonnerre pointedly told the French National Assembly in 1789: ‘The Jews should be denied everything as a nation, but granted everything as individuals … if they do not want this … we shall then be compelled to expel them.’30 In the course of the nineteenth century the Jews of France and western Europe were ready to accept this emancipation contract (orthodox Jews were an exception) although it involved abandoning a separate group identity. The attractions of unrivalled individual opportunities, freedom of movement, new career prospects and untrammelled entry into a modern secularised society proved difficult to resist.

By the end of the nineteenth century there was, however, a distinct backlash by conservative forces in France against the legacy of the 1789 revolution and its emancipation of the Jews. The Catholic Church linked the Jews with the secularising, anti-clerical Third Republic that had become dominant after 1880. The monarchists (who dreamed of a royalist restoration), aristocratic army officers bitter at their defeat by Prussia in 1870 and a motley crew of anti-Semites and nationalists hoped to overthrow the hated Republic. Their best opportunity came when a Jewish army officer from Alsace, Alfred Dreyfus, was accused in 1894 of betraying French military secrets to the German enemy. Dreyfus’s guilt became a dogma not only for intransigent anti-Semites, convinced that every Jew was a potential ‘Judas’, but also for those on the Catholic and nationalist Right who believed that there had been a deliberate conspiracy to destroy the French nation.31 The plot was supposedly hatched by Jews, helped by Freemasons, Protestants, anticlerical republican radicals and socialists. The myth of the all-powerful Jew (embodied by the Rothschild family and by ‘Jewish’ international high finance) acquired a new lease of life in the 1890s. The Dreyfus Affair in fin de siécle France proved an ideological matrix for the emergence of a wide variety of ultranationalist and proto-fascist ideas in Europe.32 It was also a kind of dress rehearsal for the mob politics of Nazi-style anti-Semitism.

The term ‘anti-Semitism’ had itself been coined by the radical German journalist Wilhelm Marr in 1879, to mark it off from more traditional Christian forms of animosity towards Judaism. Indeed, Marr’s ‘anti-Semitism’ (directed against Jews as an alien race of ‘Semitic’ exploiters) was noticeably hostile to supranational Catholicism and to monotheistic religion in general. In a mediocre if sensational pamphlet of 1879, he claimed that German society had already become ‘judaised’ (a code word for the victory of materialism, Mammon and laissez-faire capitalism); gloomily, he asserted that the Jews had conquered Germany by seizing control of its press and stock exchanges.33 Similar charges were made in the same year by the Protestant court preacher, Adolf Stoecker, a powerful anti-Semitic orator who had just founded the lower middle-class Christian-Social party in Berlin, and by the illustrious Prussian conservative historian, Heinrich von Trietschke, who coined the anti-Semitic slogan much favoured by the Nazis: ‘The Jews are our misfortune.’ Imperial Germany would emerge as the favoured laboratory for ideological anti-Semites – both Christian and anti-Christian – in the years between 1880 and 1914.34 While this Judaeophobia was by no means ‘eliminationist’ (in the sense claimed by Daniel Goldhagen), its extent and obsessive quality played a part in preparing the way for the tragedies to come.35

There were other fully fledged racist propagandists like the anticlerical Theodor Fritsch (1852–1933) whose Handbook on the Jewish Question was familiar to the young Hitler in Vienna before 1914. Fritsch was an indefatigable publicist, active in Saxony, who had founded the Hammer Publishing House for anti-Semitic literature in 1883 and a decade later produced a popular racist decalogue (‘Ten Commandments for an Anti-Semite’).36 His catechism sternly warned Germans against having social, sexual, business or professional intercourse with Jews or consuming any Jewish writings, ‘lest their lingering poison may unnerve and corrupt you and your family’. Fritsch’s handbook went through more than forty editions, inspiring a number of Nazis, who later honoured him as an elder statesman. Other pre-1914 ideological anti-Semites highly regarded in the Third Reich included the orientalist scholar Paul de Lagarde (advocate of a virile Germanic and de-Judaised Christianity) who denounced the evils of Western liberalism, capitalism and parliamentarianism;37 and Eugen Dühring, a former socialist and a vehement anti-Christian, who demanded radical measures to return Jews to the ghetto, by placing them under a discriminatory aliens’ legislation. Dühring insisted that the Germanic-Nordic race could only fulfil its evolutionary destiny when it had finally thrown off the yoke of a ‘Semitic’ Judaeo-Christianity.38 Even more influential was the expatriate Teutomaniac Englishman Houston Stewart Chamberlain, whose best-selling book, The Foundations of the 19th Century (1899), greatly appealed to the bombastic imperialism of the German emperor, Wilhelm II. Chamberlain, a passionate Wagnerian and philosophical dilettante, lived long enough to hail Hitler in 1923 as the future ‘saviour’ of Germany.39

Despite the growing weight of anti-Semitic ideologies in imperial Germany before 1914, the Second Reich still appeared to most Jews as a stable, prosperous and highly cultured society where their civil rights were respected. Similarly, in the rest of western and central Europe (including the more than 2 million Jews in Austria-Hungary), the prospects of integration seemed promising before the First World War. Yet, for many Jews, the war and its consequences would prove to be a cruel disappointment. The Jews in Galicia and those along the Russian war front soon found themselves fleeing for their lives, often punished as spies and traitors by the Tsarist high command or deported into the Russian interior. In Poland, at the end of the war in 1918, the proclamation of national independence was accompanied by the jarring music of pogroms against Jews, especially in places of mixed population, where their loyalties were deemed by Poles to be suspect.40 Although the German army on the eastern front treated Jews reasonably well, a special census (Judenzählung) of Jewish soldiers engaged in active duty was undertaken in 1916 by the High Command. This was supposedly intended to verify rumours of shirking and black-marketeering. The results were never published, though 12,000 German Jews laid down their lives for the fatherland and a relatively high number won awards for bravery on the battlefield. Such sacrifices did not prevent the pernicious legend from circulating that Jews (and Marxists) had ‘stabbed Germany in the back’ during the war – a myth that became such a powerful propaganda weapon for Hitler and the German nationalist Right after 1918.

In November 1917, two events of decisive importance for modern Jewish history took place, which also have a bearing on events to come. The Bolshevik revolution in Russia overthrew the brief experiment in parliamentary democracy, led primarily by moderate Russian liberals and socialists. Although it consolidated the emancipation of Russian Jewry granted ten months earlier with the fall of tsarism, the immediate consequences of communist revolution were disastrous for Jews. They resulted in the worst pogroms hitherto recorded in Jewish history, with over 100,000 fatalities among the Russian and Ukrainian Jewish population between 1918 and 1921.41 Most of the atrocities were committed by the anti-Bolshevik White reactionaries and by the Ukrainian nationalist army, for whom Jews had become synonymous with the communist revolution. Though this amalgam was plainly a myth, there were a disproportionate number of leading Bolsheviks of Jewish origin in key positions during the early days of the Russian Revolution. None of these ‘non-Jewish’ Jews identified in any way with Judaism, Jewish nationalism or Russian Jewry.42 Similarly, most Russian and Ukrainian Jews did not sympathise at all with Communism. But the anti-Semitic savagery of the anti-Bolshevik pogromists eventually drove them into the arms of the Red revolution.43 The impact of the Bolshevik spectre on Germany was to prove particularly fateful. After 1919, the newly created Nazi Party, along with the many right-wing forces in Germany (and far beyond its borders), assiduously propagated the myth of a Jewish-Bolshevik conspiracy to destroy Germany and Western Christian civilisation. This ideological fantasy was to become a central driving force of the Holocaust.

Almost simultaneously with the Bolshevik triumph in Russia, the British government (through its Foreign Secretary, Lord Balfour) issued on 2 November 1917 what came to be known as the Balfour Declaration. The announcement that the British government publicly favoured ‘the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people’, coincided with the conquest by British troops of Palestine from the Ottoman Turks. It laid the foundations for what would officially become the British Mandate for Palestine in 1922 and eventually the state of Israel in 1948. Through the Balfour Declaration, the Zionist movement gained its greatest success yet on the international stage, achieving political recognition by what was then the leading imperial power in the world. Ironically, this anticipation of a restored Jewish statehood for the first time in nearly two thousand years occurred at the same historical moment as unprecedentedly large numbers of Jews were killing each other in the trenches of the First World War. Zionism, however, offered the prospect of a new centripetal force that might transcend the centrifugal and disintegrating influences of modernisation on traditional Jewish society.

The attitude of Nazis, nationalists and anti-Semites in Germany and elsewhere to the Zionist experiment was more ambivalent than it would be towards Communism. At one level, Zionism could appeal to anti-Semites as a movement seeking Jewish emigration. Palestine even appeared to be a convenient dumping ground for unwelcome Jews, in the eyes of the Nazi regime between 1933 and 1939. However, there was also a more sinister view of Zionism as a political tool in the Jewish bid for ‘world-domination’, put forward in the 1920s by Hitler and the leading Nazi ideologue Alfred Rosenberg.44 Zionism for them simply reinforced the stereotype of Jewish dual loyalties and fed the conspiracy myth of an insatiable Jewish lust for power.

After 1918, with the break-up of the Ottoman, the Russian, the Austro-Hungarian and German Empires, the map of Europe irrevocably changed. New independent nation-states such as Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Romania, Hungary and the Baltic states, emerged or were restored. Most of them contained numerous ethnic and religious minorities as well as sizeable Jewish populations. These old-new nations spawned fiercely exclusivist, ethnic nationalisms and increasingly illiberal authoritarian regimes, deeply suspicious of the Jews as ‘outsiders’. Not only were Jews still regarded as ‘different’ and as having group loyalties of their own but they were seen either as unwelcome economic competitors or as dangerously subversive radicals. In Poland, Romania and Hungary alone (which between them contained 4½ million Jews in the 1930s) harsh quotas were introduced soon after the First World War, to restrict Jewish attendance at the universities. Jews found themselves squeezed by government fiscal policy, subject to discrimination in employment, and were frequently vulnerable to the effects of the Wall Street Crash and the Great Depression of the 1930s.45 The impoverishment of the Jewish masses reinforced the effects of hostile legislation and nourished the increasingly nationalist and anti-Semitic climate that sought to exclude Jews as much as possible from economic life.

Among the nations in inter-war Europe most eager to encourage a massive removal of Jews from their midst was Poland. In October 1938 the Polish ambassador to Great Britain proposed that Polish Jews be allowed to go to Northern Rhodesia and similar colonies at a rate of 100,000 a year; otherwise, he declared, the Polish government would feel itself ‘inevitably forced to adopt the same kind of policy as the German government, and indeed draw closer to that government in general policy’. Polish anti-Semitism, despite some similarities, did in fact differ from the German Nazi variety in a number of significant ways. In the first place, the ‘Jewish question’ existed in Poland as a genuine minorities problem in an insecure, multiethnic state where Poles in 1931 still made up less than 65 per cent of the population.46 Furthermore, threatened by such powerful neighbours as Germany and Bolshevik Russia, many Poles developed decidedly paranoid sentiments about ethnically non-Polish groups in their recently restored state, viewing them as a potential fifth column. Jews, who accounted for between a quarter and a third of the population in the large cities such as Warsaw, Lodz, Lwow, Cracow and Lublin, were particularly suspected of disloyalty or indifference to Polish national interests.47 This produced some very ugly results. To the nascent Polish middle class, the highly urbanised Jews were dangerous business competitors; in the eyes of the dominant conservative and clerical elites, they were invariably seen as crypto-Bolsheviks; to the peasantry and small traders they were alien exploiters.48

For the Primate of Poland, Cardinal Hlond (speaking in 1936), it was allegedly a fact that ‘Jews oppose the Catholic Church, are steeped in free-thinking, and represent the avant-garde of the atheist movement, the Bolshevik movement and subversive action’. Cardinal Hlond did not fail to mention the classic allegation that Jews engaged in ‘white slavery’, in dispensing pornography, committing fraud and usury as well as undermining Christian morality in general.49 Biological and racist anti-Semitism of the pseudo-scientific kind was admittedly less prevalent in Catholic Poland than in neighbouring Nazi Germany. Equally, violence against the Jews was frowned upon. But once Hitler had come to power in 1933, the mood against Jews in Poland became more bellicose, especially on the nationalist Right (among the ‘National Democrats’ or Endecja) and in the ranks of its fascist hooligan offshoots.50 By the late 1930s there were mini-pogroms in the countryside, and ‘ghetto-benches’ reserved for Jewish students at Polish universities.51 Worse still, there was a growing competition among Polish politicians to see who could propose a more far-reaching solution to the ‘Jewish question’ whether through economic boycott, social exclusion, legal discrimination or mass expulsion.

Not only in Poland but also in Romania, Hungary, Slovakia and even Italy in the late 1930s, steps were being taken to restrict Jews in the professions and reduce them to second-class citizenship. This was an ominous sign of things to come. The Jews found themselves increasingly powerless against this pan-European trend to strip them of their hard-won civic and political rights. Massive pressure was building to impose a sweeping numerus clausus that would block their educational as well as their economic opportunities, thereby forcing them to emigrate in large numbers.
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