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ANXIETIES IN HOLOCAUST AND GENOCIDE STUDIES

Anxieties in Holocaust and Genocide Studies

A. DIRK MOSES

S WITH ANY GENOCIDE, scholars need to approach the Holocaust
/ with sensitivity because of the understandable emotions it evokes. It
is not yet the kind of past about which all historians can easily write with
detachment, as they do, say, of the sixteenth-century Reformation, which
remained the subject of intense intra-Christian polemics until relatively
recently. The Holocaust and other modern genocides remain “hot” rather
than “cold” memory, in part because historians include(d) among their
number surviving victims and perpetrators, witnesses, and their children
who, like everyone, are liable to the emotional pull of collective identi—,
fication.? A vivid sense of the past’s presence is conveyed by an online
response to an article about Holocaust literature:

The Holocaust, at least for we Jews, is a very real event in our own
personal history. It has meaning and consequences for our lives far
more immediate than any fiction could represent, Not even histor-
ical scholarship is adequate to the event. For us our understanding
of its lessons within the context of our Diaspora experience repre-
sents niothing less than life and death.?

Scholars should not deny others the intense emotions they may feel about
the subject, whether existential angst or anticipatory fear; experiencing
them is all too human. Neither can they extract themselves entirely from
such formative contexts, observed the famous Israeli historian Jacob L.

Ta'lmon, in an essay entitled “Uniqueness and Universality of Jewish
History™:

No historian . .. can be a complete rationalist. He must be some-
thing of a poet, he must have a little of the philosopher, and he
must be touched just a bit by some kind of mysticism. The sorting
out of evidence, the detective’s skill in ferreting out inaccuracy and
inconsistency, are of little help when the historian strikes against
the hard residue of mystery and enigma, the ultimate causes and
the great problems of human life.

Of the Jewish historian in particular, Talmon continued that he

becomes a kind of martyr in his [sic] permanent and anguished in-
timacy with the mystery of Jewish martyrdom and survival.
Whether he be Orthodox in belief or has discarded all religious
practice, he cannot help but be sustained by a faith which can nei-
ther be proved nor disproved.’

That Talmon, who was born in Poland in 1916, wrote in such terms fifty
years ago is hardly surprising given the calamitous lows and dizzying
highs of Jewish experiences in the first half of the twentieth century. But
can historians like Talmon speak for the communities they purport to
ventriloquize? I know many historians of genocide who, though at times
anguished, neither experience states of intimacy with mysteries of any
kind, nor are tempted by the metaphysics of martyrdom.

Even so, the patent continuity of intense anxieties about trends in
Holocaust research and status of Holocaust memory indicates that Tal-
mon’s observations obtain, at least for some scholars. Take Walter
Reich, former director of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum in
Washington, D.C., and currently Yitzhak Rabin Memorial professor of
international affairs, ethics and human behavior at George Washington
University in the United States. He itemized those anxieties in the fol-
lowing terms:

e Distorting the very definition of the Holocaust—6 million vs. 11
million '

s Trivializing Holocaust memory

o Dismissing the victimization of the Jews to advance the victim-
ization of others

o Distorting the Holocaust in popular culture, especially film

¢ Academicizing the Holocaust

e The effects of Holocaust kitsch

e The effects of the seamier efforts to recover Holocaust assets
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THE POLITICS OF EXCEPTIONALITY

» The effects of using the Holocaust to achieve political, diplo-
matic, and military ends*

Trl‘wal.lzmg tf_le Holocaust is a particularly common complaint, as is the
objection to its categorization as “just another case of genocide” or an
example of “man’s inhumanity to man.”?

In his contribution to this volume, Omer Bartov identifies an inverse
set of anxieties about the Holocaust’s political meaning:

» An anxiety that its claimed uniqueness “casts a shadow on the
study of other genocides” to which it should be related in a non-
hierarchical way

e An anxiety that the uniqueness claim is a Western-centric and
humanistic discourse at one with the colonial domination of the
globe and consignment of other genocides to second-rank status

e An anxiety that Israeli leaders and supporters mobilize Holo-
caust memory in the occupation of Palestinian territory

I myself have observed a Palestinian anxiety about Holocaust memory,
and others have written about the tortured reception of the Holocaust in
the Arab world, ranging from denial to distortion, empathy to acknow-
ledgment.® Bartov attempts to chart a course between these incommensu-
rable anxieties. That is a proper academic exercise: a scholar’s analytical
rather than affective self should be prioritized when publishing in an aca-
demic forum. Self-control and critical self-reflection are preconditions
for scholarship aspiring to secularity in the sense meant by Edward Said,
who argued for “critical detachment” and eschewal of “political gods.”
Though this ethic does not require an apolitical posture, as Said’s career
amply demonstrates, it does entail renouncing “absolute certainties and a
total, seamless view of reality that recognizes only disciples or enemies.””

For the traumatized subject, however, absolute certainties may be a
psychologically essential cognitive structure. Without the consolation of
abiding truths, the suffering is literally unbearable.® Historiography is
thereby confronted with a challenge, for it presumes that “the living in-
habit the present and . . . the dead inhabit the past.”” How does it deal
with the fact that historians of genocide can be emotionally implicated in
its causes and consequences, and experience permanent and anguished
intimacy with the mystery of martyrdom and survival? The American-
Polish writer Eva Hoffman, daughter of Holocaust survivors, responds
to this dilemma by positing a scholarly maxim: “It behooves us, with ut-
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most care and compassion, to use our vantage point outside traumatic
history itself in order to bring to it interpretations that may not be avail-
able to the victims; and perhaps, even, in our thinking and analysis, to
move beyond the point of trauma itself.”10 The historian need not be
captured by the traumatic history, she is saying. This recognition runs
counter to the questionable suggestion of two German historians that
those belonging to victim groups are inevitably unable to achieve such a
vantage point and thereby “ethnicize history.”!!

No one says Hoffmann’s maxim is easy to follow. Although in his
chapter in this volume, Bartov pleasingly adopts many of the positions he
has rejected until very recently, it still contains unstated anxieties about
some directions in Holocaust and genocide studies. I have my own con-
cerns, which I also briefly discuss in the conclusion of this chapter. These
anxieties have a history that precedes us. Contextualizing them reveals
important conceptual blockages in these fields.

Centrality and Size: World Historical Significance
and Western Civilization

Bartov writes here that he finds “assertions about the uniqueness of the
Holocaust unhelpful, indeed harmful, not least because any ranking of
victimhood is inherently pernicious and potentially provides license for a
vicious cycle of endless retributive violence.” This is a proposition with
which many scholars are likely to agree.'* But the devil is in the detail.
Although Bartov cites his own Mirrors of Destruction as a model of bal-
ance and repose, this book and other publications indicate that he holds
fast to another version of uniqueness while disavowing that word. The
new claim is that the Holocaust, rather than other phenomena, is moder-
nity’s event of world historical significance: “the Holocaust is indeed a
crucial event for Western civilization, and that however much we learn
about other instances of inhumanity, we cannot avoid the fact that this
genocide, in the heart of our civilization, perpetrated by one of its most
important nations . . . can never be relegated to a secondary place.”"?
Such arguments have largely replaced “uniqueness” and “unprece-
dentedness” in the idiom of specialness and distinction. We can detect this
idiom, for example, when Robert Rozett, a historian at Yad Vashem in-
spired by Bartov, accuses Donald Bloxham and Timothy Snyder of “di-
minishing the Holocaust.”'* If the anxiety is not about centrality, then it
concerns size and, sure enough, Bartov writes in this volume that we
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should not “minimize its magnitude or make it more easily comparable
to other cases of genocide.”!® Not for nothing does Gavriel Rosenfeld
count him among the “defenders of uniqueness” thesis.!®

This new version of the uniqueness claim needs to negotiate complex
relationships berween the universal and the particular, the West and the
rest. The Holocaust is made into a universal icon by a number of slip-
pages: by making it unique in Jewish history and then in Western history,
by making Jewish history unique in Western history, and finally by making
Western civilization of universal significance for humanity. Consider two
consecutive sentences by Shimon Samuels from the Simon Wiesenthal
Center: “The Holocaust’s uniqueness within Jewish history is only a ques-
tion of degree,” because of two thousand years of anti-Semitism that
“climaxed in the Final Solution.” It is also unique in human history: “The
durability, persistence, and pervasiveness in time and space of ever-
mutating Jew-hatred have made the Holocaust a unique baseline among
genocides.”!” The West is culturally superior because memory of the Ho-
locaust in the West led to the criminalization of genocide in international
law and to the field of genocide studies itself. It is the source of postwar
morality, we are bidden to believe, both unique and universal.'®

These claims are reconcilable if Jewish history is made to be both
unique and universal—a la Talmon—and Jews are posited as the universal
victims and/or representatives of Western civilization. Their intended
destruction was, therefore, not “just another case of genocide,” as the
anxiety has it, but a nihilistic attack on civilization itself, that is, on the
monotheistic values that the Nazis denied and violated: “God, redemp-
tion, sin and revelation,” as the Israeli historian Uriel Tal called them.'® For
this reason, Dan Diner refers to the Holocaust as a “profound civilizational
break.”2® The implication is that because the history of Jews is exceptional,
at least in Western civilization, the Holocaust is also special. And because
Western civilization is universal in its morality, so, too, is the Holocaust.?!

The same uniqueness effect is achieved when the perpetrators are said
to represent the universal. Take Walter Reich again. Acknowledging the
mass murder of Rwandan Tutsis as genocide, he concedes that “the
deaths of six milliocn white Jews are no more tragic than the deaths of
800,000 black Africans, except perhaps in terms of scale.” He distin-
guishes the Holocaust thus: it “was the tremendum of human experi-
ence. Nothing happened like it before and nothing has happened like it
since”: again, the universal claim.?? The nature of this tremendum is in-
dexed to civilization.??

[9%)
[
Lep}

This type of argument is not new. The Canadian political scientist
Frank Chalk spoke for many when he also figured the Holocaust’s
meaning in terms of its German perpetrators as representatives of Western
civilization:

The Holocaust has a special meaning for Western civilization: un-
like the dead of ancient genocides, unlike the Cathars, the Japanese
Christians, the Pequots and the Hereros, unlike the Armenians and
the victims of Stalin’s terror, the Jews and Gypsies were murdered
in post-Enlightenment Europe by a people steeped in Western cul-
ture and rich in scientific knowledge. ... We agree that in the
challenge it poses to Western values from within our society, the
Holocaust stands alone in the history of the West and in the his-
tory of genocide.**

As always, two claims are discernible here: first, the Holocaust’s embed-
ding in an invoked but never defined Western civilization and, second, the
claim of its universal relevance. Are they reconcilable? On the one hand,
Chalk restricts the Holocaust’s signification to “Western culture” and
“our society,” thereby excluding non-Western readers; on the other,
he insists the Holocaust “stands alone . . . in the history of genocide,”
which is a universal claim that exceeds the West. The West stands in for
humanity as a whole. '

In this version, the Holocaust is special because it sprang from one of
the most cultured and civilized societies, which happened to be a Western
one: Germany. The land of Schiller and Goethe, Beethoven and Brahms
represents world civilization, and implicitly serves as a metonym for' hu—
manity as whole. Hence, Bartov’s formulation: “in the heart of our civili-
zation, perpetrated by one of its most important nations.”

These arguments are questionable on a number of grounds. If these
authors are saying that the Holocaust is special because it was perpe-
trated by civilized Germans, are they thereby suggesting that, say, intra-
African genocide is unsurprising, not shocking, and bereft of exemplary
or didactic value for others? Or do they maintain that the Holocaust has
more to teach than, say, the Rwandan genocide because contemporary
(Western?) civilization is closer to Nazi Germany’s? If so, then surely in-
vesting the profane, common genocides that they think non-Westerners
routinely perpetrate against one another with world historical significance
would better serve as a warning signal. After all, Rwanda occurred more
recently, and most of humanity does not live in “the West.” The Holocaust
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can only become the twentieth century’s leitmotif for all humanity by
eliding terms, spheres, and levels of significance.?

The unconscious slippage between Western and universal is designed
to maintain the Holocaust’s central place in scholarship and memory as
late modernity’s event of world historical significance. Like the new Ca-
nadian Museum for Human Rights with its core Holocaust gallery, other
genocides and human rights violations must be contemplated with con-
sciousness of the Holocaust’s special place.?® The hegemony of this po-
sition was recently revealed when a senior Swiss academic responded to
a journalist’s question about the Ukrainian government’s use of the
genocide concept for the famine-genocide of 1932-1933: “It is in fact a
poorly chosen term,” he said. “When we think ‘genocide,’ and certainly
in the context of the 1930s, we think foremost of the Holocaust.”*” This
is one example of how the language of Holocaust centrality automati-
cally marginalizes other historical phenomena that might be equally sig-
nificant for “Western civilization,” like, say, Soviet crimes.

Take as another example the first article of the Declaration of the
Stockholm International Forum on the Holocaust, formulated by the Inter-
national Taskforce on International Co-operation on Holocaust Education,
Remembrance, and Research (ITF), and issued by forty-six governments in
2000: “The Holocaust (Shoah) fundamentally challenged the foundations
of civilization. The unprecedented character of the Holocaust will always
hold universal meaning.”?® The ITF’s cofounder, honorary chairman, and
former director of the International Center for Holocaust Studies at Yad
Vashem, Yehuda Bauer, elaborates this common view. The Holocaust, he
writes, was a “conscious rebellion not just against the heritage of the En-
lightenment, but against all the norms and traditions of western civiliza-
tion. Its utopia was a racist hierarchy, not any sort of egalitarianism.”?

This often-repeated thesis about the Holocaust’s significance conceals
as much as it reveals. Anyone who has studied how Western powers justi-
fied their imperial conquests will intuitively regard any claims about civi-
lization and universal meanings with some suspicion, let alone raise an
eyebrow at the omission of colonialism’s various racist utopias. Certainly,
the Holocaust fundamentally challenged the foundations of European
societies, but what about other phenomena of world historical signifi-
cance? What about slavery, for instance, whose advocates argued that civi-
lization depended on it, like the state of Mississippi in 1861: “Our position
is thoroughly identified with the institution of slavery—the greatest mate-
rial interest of the world. ... These products [produced by slaves] have
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become necessities of the world, and a blow at slavery is a blow at com-
merce and civilization.”3® This was not an uncommon view at the time: in
fact, it was the majority viewpoint until well into the nineteenth century.
Ignoring this heritage and imperialism more generally, Great Britain’s new,
government-sponsored Holocaust commission begins its terms of referen_ce
with this telling statement: “The Holocaust is unique man’s inhumanity
to man and it stands alone as the darkest hour of human history.”?!
Equally problematic is the taken-for-granted prefix of “Western”™
before “civilization” that potentially stigmatizes Eastern Europe and
Eastern Europeans—the principal site of the Holocaust, after all—as
barbaric (inherently anti-Semitic), thereby licensing a comforting narra-
tive of German and Western decline followed by postwar resurrection.
The Western arrogation of civilization is also discernible in what Timothy
Snyder calls the “colonial epistemic,” namely, the reconstruction of the Hq»
locaust and Nazi violence generally in Eastern Europe solely on the basis
of German language sources.’> The Holocaust-Western civilization dyad
also occludes the new historiography’s linkages of the Holocaust with 1m
perialism that Bartov has been impatiently waiving away until recently.?
Half a century ago, the political thinker Judith Shklar remarked on the
apologetic function performed by Western civilization’s invocation—
indeed invention—during and immediately after the Second World War:

The conspicuous concentration on “the West” today is clearly a
response to the Cold War and to the political organization of ex-
colonial, non-European societies which now challenge the Euro-
pean world. These events have made us all culturally self-conscious.
The result is a search for an identity, for a positive and uniquely
Western tradition.*

With admirable poise, Shklar declined to join the fashionable rush to in-
vent a Western political tradition:

The question is whether it is valid to extract a quintessence of “the
West” by subtracting from its history all that it shares in various
degrees with the rest of mankind. The result inevitably gives_Eu-
ropeans an unwarranted appearance of consistency and unifor-
mity. The aim of this exercise, moreover, is not difficult to guess:
as always it is a matter of defending the “egsential” West against
other ideological forces, revolutionary, national, and violent. The
difficulty is that these too are Western.>
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No such single Western tradition obtains, she insisted. Positing its exis-
tence was the dramatic ideological move of a “nostalgia of a liberalism
that has ceased to look to the future and which seeks to maintain itself not
as a hope but as an ancient possession, to be valued more for its familiarity
and age than for its.intrinsic merits.”3¢ A nostalgic liberalism—now a “lib-
eralism of fear” based on the experience of totalitarianism and genocide—
is anxious about its declining hegemony in the West.?” Holocaust memory
is central to this liberalism.

This is a relatively recent development. Until the early 2000s, Bartov’s
claim about the Holocaust’s centrality for Western civilization was inspired
by a critical-theoretical rather than an apologetic imperative. Adapting the
views of Zygmunt Bauman, Detlev Peukert, and others, he figured the Ho-
locaust as the most extreme case of modernity’s terrible potential for what
he called industrial killing and militarized genocide.?® Since the 9/11 ter-
rorist attacks, the Second Intifada, and subsequent terrorism, he decided
that Western civilization needs defending, as I detail further below. The
Holocaust accordingly performed a different function: as the ultimate
warning about the consequences of anti-Semitism. Having been rendered
obsolete by the collapse of the Soviet Union after 1990, the Western civi-
lization trope was reborn a decade later in opposition to the Islamic
world. As it did during decolonization and the Cold War, “Western civi-
lization” posits a vague community of liberal-conservative values that,
ironically, are often violated in asserting Western interests. At the very
least, there is an ambivalence in Bartov’s invocation of Western civiliza-
tion. Like Talmon before him, who confessed to feeling “deeply committed
to the Western tradition,” he regards it at once as the millennia-long Jewish
intellectual and cultural home—the famed tension between Rome/Athens
and Jerusalem—and the civilization that within living memory had mur-
dered around 6 million Jews and millions of other Europeans.*

Subsumption and Erasure? Anti-Semitism vs. Imperialism

Centrality and size are two anxieties. The Holocaust’s apparent erasure
“as a concrete episode in the annals of human history™ by fitting “it into
an interpretive framework to which it may not necessarily belong,” as
Bartov puts it, is another. This, too, is an old concern, especially regarding
imperialism or colonialism. For many Israeli scholars in particular, an ad-
ditional enduring anxiety is the accusation of Zionism’s complicity with
imperialism, leveled not only by Palestinian Arabs since the early twen-
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tieth century but also by non-Jewish scholars like Arnold Toynbee, for
whom, as Talmon wrote, “Zionism figures as an integral part of Western
imperialistic rapacity.”* Organs like the new Journal for the Study of An-
tisemitism maintain a close lookout for latter-day Toynbees in all shapes
and sizes.*!

Other concepts are also threatening. Nearly forty years ago, Saul
Friedlinder wrote an influential article, “The Historical Significance of
the Holocaust,” to contest historiographical attempts to understand the
Holocaust with concepts like totalitarianism, fascism, and economic ex-
ploitation.*? Such attempts were anxiously understood as subsumptions.
Instead, Friedlinder asserted the singularity of the Holocaust on the basis
of the special Nazi motivation that set it off from previous genocides.
“Thus, although there are precedents for an attempt at total physical
eradication, the Nazi exterminatory drive was made unmistakably unique
by its motivation.” This motivation was distinguished by its totality and
absoluteness—the intended murder of all Jews—unlike the relative and
pragmatic aims of destruction directed toward Slavs and “Gypsies.”
Moreover, the genocide of the Jews was suffused with a millenarianism
that transcended pragmatic concerns: it was driven by “a fundamental
urge and a sacred mission, not a means to other objectives.” Friedlander
did not yet use the term “redemptive anti-Semnitism” that he later made
famous: he referred to “murderous anti-Semitism, which was fueled by
an element of true insanity.”*

Anti-Semitism is an irreducible, indeed primary causal factor in ac-
counting for the Holocaust. In this vein, both Bartov and Dan Michman
from Yad Vashem write that the Jewish experience was essentially dif-
ferent from that of other Nazi victims.** These and other historians are
driving at the perceived fundamental distinction of the anti-Semitic moti-
vation foregrounded by Friedlinder and others for forty years. It estab-
lishes, as Bartov writes, “the status of the Holocaust as unique . . . within
the context of the Nazi empire.”* This line of argument in research on
Nazism has been so successful that Jiirgen Zimmerer’s theses about struc-
tural parallels and continuities between colonialism and the Holocaust
were long regarded as eccentric, if not scandalous.*® Behind this initial
rejection lay the anxiety that drawing links to other genocides, especially
colonial ones, could somehow either trivialize the Holocaust or subsume
it into a framework that sidelines anti-Semitism.

In previous publications and papers, Bartov denounced anyone
as a revisionist—I am thinking of myself, Bloxham, Snyder, and Mark

341



THE POLITICS OF EXCEPTIONALITY

Mazower—who entreated frameworks that he feared diminished the Ho-
locaust, that questioned its centrality in the heart of our civilization, that
proposed an alternative framework, or that appeared to question this
uniqueness.*” His chapter in this volume softens this hostility, but, as we
shall see, does not completely transcend it:*8

Just as the long history of anti-Semitism is not a sufficient explana-
tion for the Final Solution, so, too, the fact that colonialism pre-
dated the Holocaust does not mean that it originated it. This is not
to say that the Holocaust was sui generis, but merely that, like all
historical events, it had many origins, including imperialism and
colonialism, anti-Semitism, and scientific racism, as well as the spe-
cific policies and circumstances of the Nazi regime.

Neither does he any longer “deny that various connections might be
traced between colonial genocides and the Holocaust.” He is writing
against his former self when he instructs readers: “Nor should one dis-
miss the importance of precedent and practice. Indeed, the genocide of
1904 had the distinction of being the first such case in the twentieth
century, as well as of being carried out by a modern Western military
organization that announced its intention to exterminate an African
group.” Zimmerer made this point long ago. Whereas Bartov once cited
Mazower’s Hitler’s Empire as an example of transgressive scholarship, he
now places it approvingly in his footnotes. He is on the same page as
global and colonial historians, and Hannah Arendt before them, who nar-
rate the Nazi empire into general imperial history, and who invoke colo-
nial analytics to discuss the Nazi project without experiencing vertigo.*
Making the Holocaust an episode in the history of empires does not pre-
clude aiso making it one in the history of anti-Semitism. Both are neces-
sary to explain the Holocaust.”"

Even in this milder form, however, Bartov’s chapter can be read as an
expression of the anxiety about the Holocaust’s apparent shrinkage, de-
centralization, and misframing. Now he takes aim at my own work—
actually a single chapter—that places the Holocaust into the framework
of imperial history. So does Michman.’! Both are anxious about “false or
facile parallels,” and they ultimately end up arguing against any colonial
connections.*? After all, France and Britain had longer-lasting and larger
empires but did not unleash a Holocaust, avers Bartov, who prefers Leo
Kuper’s distinction between “colonization-fueled genocides™ and ones
driven by totalitarian ideologies.’® His bottom line is this: the proposi-
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tion that the Holocaust “was itself part of a German colonial undertaking
akin to other European colonial ventures” must be rejected, as well as the
notion “that Nazi policies toward European Jews were essentially [again,
that word “essentially”] the same as those practiced against non-Jews, in
that all were treated as colonial subjects.” I do not know anyone who has
advanced such a bald equation, other than perhaps Pete Kakel, whose
books neither appear to have read.’* To mix metaphors, this red herring
is functioning as a straw man to milden the subsumption anxiety.

I have not mounted a case based on parallels, comparisons, or linear
causation. Rather, I have posited colonialism and imperialism as enablers
and formative contexts of the Nazi regime and the Holocaust.*> Whereas
Bartov and colleagues invest anti-Semitism with the ontological status of
a presence and drive through history, I observe a variety of anti-Jewish
prejudices that were generated and mobilized in diverse contexts and in
particular constellations. One of those contexts is colonial expansion out-
side Europe and imperial conquest within it. By the end of the nineteenth
century, anti-Semitism and colonial racism in Europe became entwined:
for reasons of space, I draw readers’ attention to various publications
where the arguments are fleshed out.*® The entwinement of anti-Semitism
and the language of colonialism is a textbook case of entangled histories
or histoire croisée: of “mutual influencing, in reciprocal or asymmetric
perceptions, in entangled processes of constituting one another.”*’

Another context was the nation-building projects in southeastern Eu-
rope during the Second World War—ranging from “Greater Hungary”
and “Greater Romania,” to “Greater Bulgaria”—that generated their own
dynamism for ethnic cleansing and genocide of various unwanted minori-
ties. Their interaction with the Nazi regime and its projects made the
Holocaust an international affair, but one whose prehistories, impulses,
and modalities cannot be sourced in Hitler’s fantasies about world Jewry
or even in the German past alone. What is more, one cannot account for
the fate of Jews in these countries without understanding their respective
regimes’ plans for all minorities; their fates were related in complex ways.
To a large extent, these patterns were typical of radical nationalisms since
the Eastern Crisis, as Donald Bloxham laid out in The Final Solution: A
Genocide.’® Indeed, they invite comparisons with other transnational mi-
norities, like Christians in the Ottoman Empire, Muslims in the Christian
successor states of that empire, and Chinese in Southeast Asia.

This is an approach that Michman’s fixation on Hitler and Western
Europe cannot accommodate, still less recognize. Such anxieties about the
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place of anti-Semitism in the study of Nazism and the Holocaust are get-
ting in the way of contemporary thinking about them.*® That construc-
tive engagement with this literature is possible is evident in the work of
Roberta Pergher and Mark Roseman, who integrate into the imperial
frame the Nazis’ demonic view of Jews and their crusade to eliminate
them while preserving Jews’ distinct experiences and status; it is a model
case of sublation rather than subsumption:

If the war against the Jews was thus never dictated by imperial con-
siderations narrowly defined, the striking fact is that the Holo-
caust was at the same time a thoroughly, perhaps unprecedentedly
imperial genocide. However national-vdlkisch their ultimate aspi-
rations may have been, conquest had brought the Nazis an empire,
which they had to administer and through which they had to op-
erate. It was thus through this empire and its structures that the
Nazis sought to round up the Jews. The Nazis wanted to eliminate
Jews not from particular regional trouble spots but from all areas
under their rule. The Holocaust thus became perhaps the only geno-
cide in human history to have been pursued across an entire empire,
deploying all the varying regional and subordinate structures of
power that existed in the different regions under Nazi rule.5

This is a thesis worthy of discussion given the fact that a staggering
96 percent of Jews killed during World War II were neither German nor
Austrian. Combined with similar patterns of other out-group violence by
the Nazi regime, Christian Gerlach rightly concludes that “it makes sense
to place this violence in the context of imperialism.”! Instead, we are
subject to fretting about subsumption, equation, and “essential” differ-
ence. It is apparently unbearable that Bloxham, Mazower, Moses, and
Snyder seem to render Jews as “simply another ‘enemy’ or ‘inferior’ ethnic
group” and make anti-Semitism “simplistically . . . another group hatred.”
We apparently do not appreciate the “unequalled” treatment of Jews, as
Michman puts it. His anxiety is that we “tame”—his term—the Holo-
caust, and place the “Jewish dimension of the Holocaust in dire straits.”
What an untamed Holocaust means is left unstated, but I take it to mean
what Friedlinder wrote in 1976: that it cannot be subsumed under or
erased by broad, secular, and profane categories like colonialism, blood-
lands, and genocide—those threatening successors of totalitarianism, fas-
cism, and economic exploitation.®? In fact, none of the accused historians
dispute the Holocaust’s distinctive features. They are saying that it was
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also an event (or events) that can be understood and necessarily explained
by other paradigms. But because entertaining these propositions at the
same time seems too challenging an intellectual (and emotional?) opera-
tion, we continue to be reminded that the Holocaust is irreconcilable with
various narratives of the twentieth century.®?

A Second Holocaust? “Islamofascism”
and the “New Anti-Semitism”

The context for this anxiety is the Arab-Israeli conflict and contemporary
Islamism. The many advocates of the “Islamofascism” thesis hold that
contemporary Islamism at once borrows anti-Jewish themes from Nazism
and represents the same kind of threat that Nazism did in the 1930s.%
For example, Paul Landau wrote that Hamas’s ideology is suffused by a
“millenarian and redemptive anti-Semitism.”® A number of prominent
scholars, like Benny Morris, even warn of a “second Holocaust.”® The
appearance of serious historians making this type of alarmist public state-
ment indicates that the tidy distinction between the public-political and
scholarly domains is unsustainable. Because of such links between schol-
arly and political writings—that is, the insistence on the essential differ-
ence of anti-Semitism—devoting a section to the latter is necessary.

Bartov is only one of many convinced that the 9/11 attacks and
Second Intifada signaled a crisis of the West’s relationship with the rest of
the world. They frustrated historical progress and revived historical de-
mons.®” The terrorism of the 2000s was a rupture in two respects.®® In the
first place, Islamist anti-Semitism reminded many of Nazism; here the
West is regarded as the potential victim of Islamists’ genocidal ter-
rorism and “the new antisemitism.”® Second, these alarmed scholars
are dismayed by the Western academy’s supposed refusal to share their
apprehension.”

The anxiety is heightened by binding together Islamists and Western
intellectuals as examples of an underlying trend that supposedly continues
the genocidal potential of the past. This operation is possible by investing
anti-Semitism with ontological status.” The operation then links hard-
core anti-Semitism with the “‘soft core’ of this poisonous rhetoric . . .
among some sectors of European and American intellectuals and aca-
demics,” collapsing the two as manifestations of the same problem.”
This anti-Semitism can reveal itself in a variety of symptoms: “Chronic
diseases like anti-Semitism cannot be understood by a spot check at a
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