
Ordinary Volks
H itler’s Willing Executioners: O rdinary Germans 
and the Holocaust
Daniel Goldhagen
New York, Random House, 1996
640 pages; $30.00 hardcover

The Holocaust in Latvia
Andrew Ezergailis
U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, 1996 
465 pages; $49.95 hardcover

O rdinary  M en: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and 
the Final Solution in Poland
Christopher Browning
Harper Collins, 1992
265 pages (illus.); $12.00 paperback

Sanford J. Gutman

Those of us who have been teaching cours

es on the Holocaust for many yean, devote a 

m ajor section  o f that course  to w hat Raul 

Hilberg, the doyen of Holocaust historians, 

has ca lled  the “p rocess and m achinery  of 

destruction.” To Hilberg, the Holocaust has to 

be u nders tood  in term s o f d isc re te  steps, 

which became part o f the process of destruc

tion : from  d e fin itio n  o f the enem y in the 

Nuremberg Laws, to expropriation of proper

ty and the social and economic separation of 

Jews from German society, to concentration 

in the ghettoes of Poland, to deportation and, 

finally, death in concentration camps and the

killing fields of Poland and the Soviet Union. 

continued on page 5 Jack Sherman
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America’s Good Times Malaise
Rew arding W ork
E dm und  S. Phelps 
H arvard University Press, 1997 
224 pages; $24.95 hardcover

C reating  Industrial Capacity; Tow ards 
Full Em ploym ent
E dited  by Jo n a th o n  M ichie and  
J.G . Smith
O xford  University Press, 1997 
334 pages; $26.00 paperback

Edward T. Chase
There is a cycle in political-economics not 

dissimilar from, say, the cycles in health 
care: analytical findings of pathology, fol
lowed by suggested cures. It has taken a 
while, but, despite the obfuscating glow of 
the endless bull stock market, some econo
mists are discomfited by the negative ele
ments in today’s heralded “good times,” and 
their findings have been picked up by lay 
pundits who spread the word about.

Take the big four; (1) Since 1973, the very 
top income earners continued to get much 
richer, while the lower 80% have confronted 
stagnating incomes, with the lowest 20% 
experiencing actual diminishing incomes 
and the very lowest even destitution, creat
ing extreme economic inequality in the U.S., 
unmatched elsewhere among advanced 
industrial nations. (2) Persisting devastating 
joblessness among inner-city African-Amer
icans. (3) Forty million Americans lack 
health insurance (untouched by the publi
cized growth of for-profit HMO’s). (4) Rad
ical changes in the welfare system could 
expose 9.6 million children and 4 million 
welfare mothers to financial abandonment 
thanks to “time limits” cutting off their ben
efits. There are, of course, related problems 
such as efforts to privatize Social Security 
and cuts in Medicare and Medicaid. So 
“malaise” is a legitimate term, Bill Clinton 
notwithstanding to the contrary.

No giant thinkers like Marx or Keynes 
have emerged with overall therapies for 
these big and now widely acknowledged 
political economy problems. But some ana
lysts are coming forward now with pragmat
ic insights and even suggested solutions. For 
instance, writer social-scientist Benjamin 
DeMott has followed up on his book The 
Trouble With Friendship with a complemen
tary article entitled “Seduced by Civility” 
(The Nation, 12/9/96). In this rather dense, 
subtly nuanced piece DeMott dissects popu
lar and highbrow culture to show how 
euphemistic, phony sloganeering serves as a 
form of denial of the critical problems noted 
above.

In his book, DeMott showed how pop cul
ture swamps us with false images and assur
ances, such as that jolly one-on-one relations 
among individual Blacks and whites can 
solve the race problem. And, in his new writ
ing, he describes how highbrow editorialists

This publication is 
made possible, in 
part, with public 

funds from the New  
York State Council 

on the Arts.

State of the Arts

vociferously press for “civility” as the nos
trum for our problems. Suddenly civility is 
all the rage. Do-good collaborative volun- 
tccrism in community projects is idealized as 
the nation’s salvation. The rude protests and 
complaints of the commonality are 
denounced as uncivil, destructive conduct. 
The champions of civility self-righteously 
condemn “rampant intemperateness (loss of 
inner check on which social intercourse 
depends),” to quote DeMott, who then pro
ceeds to enumerate various publicized exam
ples of the upper class’s or leader-class’s (his 
term) sins and foibles that do indeed cry out 
for “unrestrained” protests: cigarette execu
tives under oath asserting that nicotine isn’t 
addictive; videotaped proof of police brutal
ity by ranking officers; corporate executives’ 
huge deferred compensation schemes that 
constitute virtual robbery of employees and 
stockholders; proof of corrupt Vietnam draft 
policies, permitting widespread upper-class 
exemptions; etc., etc.

In short, it is deemed uncivil to give “unre
strained” protests. It is a reflection of vulgar
ity, “the precipitous decline in public dis
course,” as civility champion Hilton Kramer 
puts it (and he should know: Rupert Mur
doch hired him to write a running weekly 
negative critique of the New York Times, his 
former employer, in the New York Post).

DeMott illustrates his theme by describing 
an exchange at a recent symposium on civil
ity at Yale University between Victor 
Navasky, publisher of The Nation, and 
Hilton Kramer. When Navasky pointed out 
that during the early civil rights movement it 
was the protesting sit-ins by Blacks that real
ly exemplified a “supremely civil and civi
lized act,” Kramer and his cohorts exploded. 
In a stroke, Navasky had exposed the leader- 
class’s self-insulation, revealing how its 
spokesmen ignore the truly harsh realities 
that demand change.

DeMott writes: “Criticize a civility pro
moter and you hear that you’re a fan of rap 
lyrics about cop-killing or you’re the sort of 
nutcake who tries to silence by boos any idea 
you happen to disagree with or that you 
believe differences of opinion on large mat
ters preclude collaborative work toward lim
ited objectives.” DeMott’s analysis of the 
civility jocks exposes how the leader-class 
rationalizes ignoring legitimate protests of 
obscene economic inequality.

In his forthcoming book, Rewarding 
Work, (Harvard University Press, 1997) pro
fessor Edmund Phelps of Columbia Univer
sity suggests an approach to the vexing prob
lem of full-time work which pays below 
poverty-line wages. Government, in 
Phelps’s plan, would subsidize employers 
via sliding-scale tax credits up to three dol
lars per hour to guarantee pay of seven to 
eight dollars per hour. Phelps estimates the 
cost would be about $120 billion yearly, 
only about 1.5% of our immense Gross 
National Product. The savings in welfare 
costs, unemployment, crime, and in moving
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untrained labor into jobs would be very, very 
substantial. This, of course, would bear 
directly on the four basic economic prob
lems I listed above. Already several states 
are adopting similar employer subsidy 
schemes.

Another approach is advanced by Profes
sor Robert Pollin with colleague Elizabeth 
Zahart of the University of Califomia-River- 
side Economics Department. Their article, 
“Full Employment Without Inflation”, will 
appear in Creating Industrial Capacity: 
Towards Full Employment, Jonathon Michie 
and J.G. Smith, editors, (Oxford University 
Press, 1997). Alan Greenspan, take notice. 
Pollin boldly argues that America can under
take expansionary policies for full and more 
egalitarian employment by carefully 
designed government intervention in the 
economy, a course of action widely deemed 
anathema in this conservative era.

Pollin’s view is that the Vietnam War-led 
economic expansion in the 1960s provides a 
valuable guideline, and that, with shrewd 
policy selection, the growth attainments of 
the 1960s can be reproduced in the current 
peacetime economic setting. It is really a 
matter of political policy, writes Pollin, there 
being no insurmountable structural changes 
in today’s global economy to preclude such 
action. Any expansionary government pro
grams must include some restraints on 
imports and restraints on financial specula
tion and on upward income distribution as 
distinct from increased downward distribu
tion. The focus is to be strictly on employ
ment growth and long-term productive 
investment.

Pollin’s objective is for high social rates 
of return, not the priority of the rich or Wall 
Street. He would reduce speculative profit- 
seeking, unproductive finance trading (by 
means of a securities transaction excise tax 
similar to the Japanese tax which raises 
about 4% of all government revenue). He 
also believes that managers can achieve 
higher productivity by improving employee 
performance in more democratic work
places, even when this involves some dimin- 
ishment of managerial authority. Long-term 
productivity gains by labor is the priority. 
And perhaps most radically, he favors abol
ishing the payroll tax that finances Social 
Security and Medicare, a tax that now 
accounts for 36.7% of all federal receipts, 
exceeded only by the 43.2% from individual 
income taxes. Abolishing or reducing the 
payroll tax would lessen the costs of labor, 
thus encouraging more employment. 
Besides, the tax is regressive, applying only 
to labor income, allowing no deductions, and 
limited to the share of income under 
$61,200. Pollin would substitute a more pro
gressive tax that would redistribute income 
downward, reducing the political power of 
the rentier class.

Like more and more economists, Pollin 
discounts the danger of moderate inflation, 
deploring the constant high emphasis of the

Fed and its conservative supporters on infla
tion rather than on the issue of income distri
bution and profitability, since this emphasis 
gives priority to the smallest segment of 
society, the wealthy and the mega-rich. As 
for deficit financing in general, he has faith 
in the capacity of careful monetary expan
sion to counter the upward interest rate pres
sure generated by increased government bor
rowing.

Pollin distinguishes between two basic 
types of government expansionary policy 
initiatives, according to whether they are 
consumption- or investment-led and accord
ing to whether they are centered on the pub
lic or private sectors. To illustrate, he cites 
park maintenance as a consumption good, 
while road investment is an investment 
good. He especially favors public investment 
programs in education, health care and pub
lic infrastructure as the best generators of 
employment. And these particular invest
ments perform both for short-term expan
sion, which has desirable multiplier effects, 
and in enhancing long-term productivity and 
sustainability.

Phelps’ and Pollin’s proposals are samples 
of the kinds of ideas beginning to circulate as 
our “good times” are seen to include serious 
social shortcomings for the many. To date, 
the best and most comprehensive diagnosis 
of America’s “good times malaise” is Robert 
Kutner’s Everything For Sale, The Virtues 
and Limits o f Markets (Knopf, 20th Century 
Fund), which shows that obsessive faith in 
the ability of the free market to solve all 
problems is fundamentally flawed. As long 
as extreme economic inequality remains an 
undeniable fact, protests, civil and “uncivil,” 
are bound to intensify.

Edward T. Chase is former Editor-in-Chief 
o f New York Times Books and senior editor 
at Scribner.
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Green Memories

“Betty B oop,” Max Fleischer. © King Features Syndicate

by Jascha Kessler
Reading obituaries is an acquired taste. I 

don’t recall perusing death notices when I 
was still young, but it became a habit when I 
passed fifty. Perhaps it assuages the anxiety 
that strikes at the vitals when one has left 
one’s fifth decade behind, an anxiety tinged 
with a lurking apprehension as one glances 
over that page at the back of the paper before 
turning to the expected ghastly news of the 
day. Yet sometimes a brief necrology, 
despite the poverty of its recital of “facts,” 
may inspire an unexpected joy evoked by the 
memory of someone long forgotten.

A recent obituary in the Times sent me 
instantly back nearly forty-five years:

AN N  L  ROTHSCHILD  DIES AT 71;
W A S THE VO ICE OF BETTY BO O P

FORT MYERS. FLA., Oct. 24 ( A  P )— Ann. L  
Rothschild, a movie actress who was the origi
nal voice of the animated cartoon character 
“Betty Boop,” died Thursday.
She was 7 1 years old.
Miss Rothschild gained fame nearly 50 years 
ago as the voice of “Betty Boop,” a diminutive 
cartoon character with a chubby face who was 
modeled after the 1920’s flappers.
From 1933 to 1945, Miss Rothschild made 
recordings for “ Betty Boop” cartoons and 
appeared in variety shows throughout the 
country. In the late ‘40s she operated the Betty 
Boop Studio in St. Petersburg, Fla., where she 
taught acting, singing and dancing.

When Betty’s reckless, coquettish, lecher
ous chortle, “Boop-Boop! A-Doop!” began 
to be heard in movie houses, I was crawling 
about in diapers. I still remember my annoy
ance when that plumpish, miniskirted flapper 
swivelhipped and sashayed across the Satur
day matinee screen as the ‘30s wore into the 
‘40s. It Was the impatience of a prudish lad 
of ten in the middle of his “latency period,” 
that sexually-null time zone that lays down 
an impermeable stratum like a featureless, 
clayey blank corresponding to those half- 
dozen years between childhood’s true inno
cence and the anguished sensibility of 
fatidic, testosterone-driven adolescence.

What a waste of time, and a precious quar
ter, to have to sit through some stupid Betty 
Boop cartoon! How frustrating she was to 
the ten-year old craving action— socko! 
wham! crash! bursting bombs!—preferring 
the extravagance of Donald Duck and Pop- 
eye the Sailorman. But no— here comes that 
chubby face topped by those comma-shaped 
bangs, and haloed with m arcelled black 
waves. Frenchy all right; sexy too; but to 
who? To this day little else remains with me 
except a faint image: Betty Boop truckin’ 
along, and her cute, shrill voice with its coy, 
wacky response to frustration, and the put- 
down: “Oh, Boop-Boop! A-doop!”

But Ann Rothschild? Something else 
again! I knew her rather better: I saw her 
walking and talking, though I understood 
nothing of what I saw. When was it, the sum
mer of 1944? that she crooked her pinky, 
extracting me from a clutch of waiting cad
dies, and appointing me as her own personal 
caddie for two whole w eeks....0 , happy 
weeks!

During the Second W orld War, 
Grossinger’s was patronized by solid, staid 
folk: doctors, lawyers, dentists, merchants, 
new money, mostly married couples (though

not necessarily to each other), people who 
seemed to me far gone into middle-age. 
They played tennis or rowed on the lake, 
though they never swam in it, preferring 
their siesta; or they golfed, saving their ener
gy for dancing all night in the casino, card 
playing, boozing, and the et ceteras of the 
wee hours. Still, between 8 and 10 in the 
morning there was usually a fair crowd at the 
clubhouse, waiting to tee off and hike for 
three hours over that tough 18-hole course, 
with its steep fairways, its bosky dogleg, its 
muck-rimmed waterhole, and those endless 
straightaways on the “back 9,” where sliced 
drives bounced into a pasture with a mean 
bull pacing free behind the frail-seeming 
barbed-wire fence.

In those days golfers actually walked. And 
they really walked. A course like 
Grossinger’s was more or less a challenge 
on the Scottish order: breezy mountain vis
tas; deer, foxes, badgers, woodchucks, and 
skunks; rabbits, moles, mice; and crows and 
hawks soaring overhead below the ranks of 
marching stratocumulus dappling the fair
ways and offering brief, cool patches during 
August’s Dog-Days. Caddies then—and we 
were mostly kids 13 to 16— carried two 
bags. You worked for your $15 per couple, 
slogging over those eighteen holes, your thin 
shoulders rubbed raw by those straps. And if 
you got another round of 18 in the afternoon, 
it wiped you out. A good day would put at 
least $40 in your jeans; but it was with little 
pleasure that you contemplated those two 
enormous saddle-leather bags reposing in 
the trunk of a Cadillac (Lincolns were sel
dom seen at Grossinger’s, because Henry 
Ford was not a nice man, they said), each 
with its complement of 14 or 15 clubs, a box 
of a dozen new balls jammed in one side- 
pouch, and, in the other, a bottle of suntan 
lotion, hat, gloves, and purse too, if it was a 
woman’s. Most of Grossinger’s golfers were 
not the kind who climb the first tee and play 
through a course with two woods, three irons 
and a putter, which is all you actually need
ed if you could hit a decent ball.

Tramping 27 or 36 holes a day over a 
Catskills Mountains course, a boy of thirteen

might see some odd goings-on, even at dis
creet Grossinger’s, which was in those years 
a classy place, not yet swollen and decadent 
with the bigtime swankery of the ‘60s and 
‘70s. Ann Rothschild, however, was differ
ent even then. She showed up with a light 
canvas bag, borrowed probably, and a hand
ful of antique, banged-up clubs, maybe 5 
altogether. M ornings she teed off with 
another woman, an old friend; but then she 
came up again in the afternoon with a man, 
different ones—distinguished types, or so 
they seemed to the boy who took his model 
from the movies. Sometimes the afternoon 
game was a foursome. I recall only that those 
long hours were easy, full of fun and clown
ing. It took us as long to do “the back nine,” 
which is where we always headed, as any 
middling golfer took to play through all 
eighteen holes! Not very serious golfing. 
And her old bag, light enough at setting out, 
would grow steadily lighter as the fifth of 
Haig & Haig was emptied.

Usually there was a longish halt out back, 
near the battered ice chest that stood along
side the 11th fairway. It had sodas packed in 
it, and my party always took its time over the 
ginger ale and Coke chasers that sweetened 
their paper cups of whiskey. After chipping 
the ice block for them, I’d be sent on ahead, 
far ahead, to cool off with my bottle of pop. 
I’d wait a good long time at the 12th hole for 
some drive that would never come bounding 
up, having been hooked off into the woods 
bordering the fairway. Sometimes my ladies 
went traipsing off into the dark of that piney 
woods, taking their male partners with them 
to help hunt for lost golf balls. And I would 
just sit patiently on the 12th green, twirling 
the pin for lack of anything better to do. I 
could hear their hooting and laughter from 
those, shady, green, fragrant depths. The 
noise was a medley of chatter, whoops of 
laughter, thrashing about ...but golf? That 
wasn’t what they were playing at. Some
times I heard only silence, a good hour of it.

When Miss Rothschild was in an excited, 
jolly mood, and in the afternoon she often 
was, in contrast to her vagueness in the 
morning (was it sadness, weariness of life

and its illusions? I wondered, ignorant as I 
was of your run-of the-mill hangover), she 
kept me close at her side. She would pretend 
to consult me about the choice of a correct 
club for the lie she faced. It was in any case 
merely problematic for her: if she shot 15 on 
a 4-par hole, she was doing just fine. Duti
fully she swayed on through the morning 
round, swinging, slashing, stroking away, 
kidding and telling stories, making that gig
gling sound I thought I recognized after 
delivering punch lines I never got. Now and 
then she’d drape an arm over my shoulder or 
take me about the waist to keep from dou
bling-up— choking with laughter...or 
coughing. She smoked a lot, but she laughed 
a lot, too. I could easily support her, I was at 
thirteen already two heads taller—she even 
looked like Betty Boop! And when her lady 
partner went ahead or loitered poking 
through the rough in search of her lost ball, 
Miss Rothschild would walk on with me, 
linking my elbow gaily, helping me along. 
“My poor caddie has to carry my clubs!” 
she’d wail. And there, at 11 in the morning 
under that bright, glancing sunlight, facing 
into the brisk mountain breeze, I ’d get a 
whiff of whiskey-sweet breath, mingled 
with her flossy perfume, her laughter 
enveloping me in a mist of genial, and con
fusing, sensuality. She liked to tease; she set 
everyone up: her friends both male and 
female— she even set me up. Pixyish, it 
seemed that was the word for it...yet “it” 
quite eluded me.

Today I can see it was gaiety too, though 
not of the cartoonish kind, not “Betty 
Boop’s.” Had she been divorced recently? or 
even married? Had she been jilted? Was she 
getting over something, or falling into some
thing? Now, forty-five years later. I’m struck 
by the obvious: Ann Rothschild was in her 
early 30’s that summer; she was just a young 
woman. But then and there, to my shy cad
die’s eyes, she was not simply one terrific 
lady, but terrifically middle-aged too. As for 
those hours concealed from my eyes down 
there in the dim, piney woods alongside the 
12th fairway— what went on down there, I 
wondered?

Of the little I took in then, less remains. I 
got neither the gags and laughter, that little 
wriggling dance on the tee as she settled into 
position for a drive, neither the songs, nor 
the tears—for there were tears as well. I was 
her very own caddie, since I’d been singled 
out, chosen to serve her, that morning when 
she declared, “I have an exclusive on you for 
the next two weeks, kid. Got that?” adding 
(aside), “And that is about the only thing I 
have got an exclusive on! We’re gonna do 
them nine holes morning and afternoon, if it 
kills me. And oi! it’s killing me already! Is 
there a doctor in the house?” And it was then 
she laughed that laugh I ’d heard all those 
winter Saturday mornings on my matinee 
screen.

For two whole weeks she played at play
ing golf, hacking aimlessly or savagely at 
divots, or just took me out for the easy after
noon stroll with her friends. She tipped me 
handsomely. I was hers, exclusively hers, 
though she never once asked me my name. 
And not once did she ever say those silly 
words, “Boop-Boop! A-doop!”

Jascha Kessler, Professor o f English and 
Modern Literature at UCLA, has published 
seven books o f poetry and fiction. His latest 
volume o f fiction, Siren Songs and Classical 
Illusions: Fifty Stories, appeared in Decem
ber, 1992.
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O f f  C a m p u s

At The Bookery
This presentation is part of our ongoing 
series of readings and talks upstairs in 

the DeWitt Mall.

Sunday, February 2, 4:00 p.m.

Brian Hall
author of the passionate, The Impossible Country: A Journey Through the Last 
Days o f Yugoslavia, w ill be reading from his much anticipated new novel, 
The Saskiad. Following his twelve-year-old heroine from a commune in 
upstate New York through the imaginary world of literature to a mysterious 
rendezvous with her enigmatic father, Hall weaves a compelling coming-of- 
age tale.

Sunday, February 9, 4:00 p.m.

Richard Klein
Professor of French at Cornell Universi
ty, and fresh from a national reading 
tour, w ill be reading from his new book, 
Eat Fat. Following his notorious Ciga
rettes Are Sublime, this "postmodern 
diet book" is nothing less than a revolu
tion in how we think about the complex 
issue of fat.

Sunday, February 16, 4:00 p.m.

Diane Ackerman
has taken us to the ends of the earth with her naturalist's eye and adventur
ous spirit. Now she takes us on a different kind of journey. In her new book, 
A Slender Thread, she chronicles her years as a crisisline counselor, setting 
powerful stories of the human spirit against the backdrop of the natural 
world she knows so well.

Sunday, March 2, 4:00 p.m.

Elizabeth Holmes'
poetry has appeared in Poetry, Gettys
burg Review, Prairie Schooner, M ichi
gan Quarterly Review, and many other 
journals. Ms. Holmes came to Ithaca in 
1985 to earn a master's degree in writing 
from Cornell University and has worked 
here as a writer and editor ever since. 
The Patience of the Cloud Photograph
er is her first book of poetry.

Saturday, March 8, 8:00 p.m. 

International Women's Day
In celebration of International Women's Day, the Durland Alternatives 
Library and The Bookery are co-sponsoring an event featuring the work of 
women writers from a variety of countries and backgrounds. Stories and 
poems w ill be read by an "international cast" of women, including: Helena 
Maria Viramontes, Anne Adams, Helga Schmidt, Ofelia Ferran, Jane Mt. 
Pleasant, Zulma Iguina, Magdalena Janusz, Cheryl Higashida, Maria lanna- 
come Coles, and others.

The Bookery
DeWitt Building 

215 North Cayuga St., Ithaca 
For more information call (607) 273-5055

Herodotus in Hollywood

Nicholas Nicastro
A battered edition of Herodotus’ History fig

ures prominently in Michael Ondaatje’s 1992 
novel The English Patient, and in Anthony 
Minghella’s recent film. This is only fitting: 
Herodotus’ colorful, credulous style is a confab 
of dry fact and vaporous myth and all the half
states of truth in between. Indeed, Herodotus’ 
willingness to credit the deeds and wisdom of 
what Ondaatje calls “the brown races” has 
made him essential to revisionist, multicultural 
ancient history—just as the drier, more skepti
cal, Hellenocentric Thucydides has long been 
an idol of the Anglo-prep-Episcopalian leader
ship class.

Ondaatje was no doubt attracted to the poet
ry of David Grene’s 1987 translation. (“/, 
Herodotus o f Halicarnassus, am here setting 
forth my history, that time may not draw the 
color from  what man has brought into 
being...” [emphasis added]). Like Herodotus, 
Ondaatje abhors a colorless history, setting his 
World War D novel down in a glade of bloom
ing metaphors and writing his be-turbaned 
Asian hero, Kip, into the usually lily-white 
fable of Britain’s Finest Hour. Those reading 
The English Patient after seeing Anthony 
Minghella’s film are surprised to find that the 
Sikh “sapper” (bomb defuser) is the novel’s 
real protagonist, not the desperately injured, 
desperately dreamy Count Laszlo de Altnasy.

Though drenched in history, the novel and 
the movie end with similar acknowledgments 
of their fictionality—Ondaatje writes, “While 
some of the characters who appear in this book 
are based on historical figures.. .it is important 
to stress that this stoiy is a fiction and that the 
portraits of the characters who appear in it are 
fictional...” Just how fictional has become an 
interesting question, notably since recent criti
cal essays in The New York Times (‘The Real 
Count was no English Patient”, 12/16/96), and 
The Washington Post (“The Dark Side of the 
English Patient”, by Elizabeth Salett, 12/4). 
Salett, in particular, has thrown some cold 
water on this desert romance.

First, the facts. As Ondaatje notes, the histor
ical Count de Almasy indeed took part in the 
Royal Geographic Society’s explorations of 
the Libyan desert between the wars. As repre
sented, he was so thoroughly familiar with the 
land that he was capable of navigating through 
2,000 miles of trackless desert relying solely on 
his memory of buried wells. His knowledge 
was indeed placed in the service of Rommel’s 
Afrika Corps in the early 1940s. He was a 
noted airplane pilot.

Physically, the man was more reminiscent of 
Ray Bolger than Ralph Fiennes. The real 
Almasy, moreover, was never burned in a 
plane crash in the desert; his historical end was 
far less romantic, occurring in 1955, in Hun
gary, to dysentery. It stands to reason, then, that 
he didn’t die in a reckless flight to retrieve the 
body of his lady-love (either days late as in the 
movie, or three years later, as in the novel). In 
fact, there was no lady-love: the real passion of 
his life was not a woman, but a (male) German 
officer.

Of course, on a certain level all this is irrele
vant. Both Ondaatje and Minghella should and 
did have perfect freedom to make what they 
wanted of Almasy. Nothing could be duller— 
or more dangerous—than a petty insistence on 
fidelity to a blinkered, textbook vision of histo
ry. It is rank philistinism to insist that historical 
fictions must always be historically accurate.

What is interesting, however, is that 
although Ondaatje’s character is very far from 
the historical Almasy, he chose to keep the 
name of his character’s inspiration. In fact, 
with the name, he kept more than that: the 
author appropriated the imprimatur, the 
authority of real people and lived events. In the 
novel, this had the Borgesian effect of making 
Ondaatje’s historical fiction a kind of mirror to 
Herodotus’ fictional history. In Minghella’s 
screen adaptation of the novel, it set an addi
tional golden glow around the sunset, since the 
effect of romance (much like that of the thriller) 
is always enhanced by the prospect that the 
dream has, and might yet again, come true.

Yet novels are social phenomena, not just 
texts, and the historicity of certain characters 
has an inconvenient habit of becoming more 
than embroidery, since they come freighted 
with their own significances. More than text, 
they are (to borrow the internet term) “hypertex- 
tual,” insofar as one can’t borrow suitable ele
ments of their lives without inviting the read- 
er/viewer to check out the deeper connections. 
In Almasy’s real-life bio, the phrase Nazi spy is 
definitely worth “clicking on;” Elizabeth Salett 
has, and found “...Almasy was not an acciden
tal spy responding to personal tragedy. He was a 
committed Nazi collaborator. The knowledge 
and information that men like Almasy provided 
to the Nazis was crucial to the German side and 
could have meant a different history for all of 
us.”

Why, then, did Ondaatje choose to keep the 
identity of Almasy, instead of simply giving his 
partly-invented character a different, less 
freighted, name? One senses he may have been 
sympathizing with the chic apolitics of his peri
od characters. For them, at that moment, the 
matter of choosing sides might have seemed 
dully arbitrary—covered with desert dust, both 
German fascists and British imperialists looked 
gray. For Ondaatje and Minghella, love is the 
only real country, anyway, and a partisanship of 
the heart is the only conscionable patriotism. 
The rest is all just history, and details.

Or is it? Granted Ondaatje’s and Minghella’s 
artistic prerogative to be sentimentally cynical, 
the fact remains that they have romanticized a 
man who was instrumental to the cause of Nazi 
Germany. His services were rendered in the for
ties—long after Kristalnacht, the invasions of a 
dozen countries, and the particular philosophy 
(if not all the deeds) of the regime were well 
understood. Salett writes, “The film’s presenta
tion of a moral equivalency between the Ger
mans and Allies trivializes the significance of 
the choices men like Almasy made and the 
enormous consequences of their actions and 
alliances.” It should be further noted that, unlike 
Ondaatje, Salett knew Cairo and Alexandria at 
the time in question.

To be fair to Ondaatje, Minghella’s film val
orized Almasy significantly more than the book. 
As portrayed by Ralph Fiennes, Almasy is a 
khaki dreamboat—broodiness and obsession 
gladly included, he’s the sort of hero most 
women would mail-order if they could purchase 
lovers through The Territory Ahead catalog. In 
fact, Minghella neatly inverts the relative 
importance of the two stories in the novel. 
Where Ondaatje’s Almasy is a colorful and 
tragic but ultimately subordinate Figure, 
Minghella brings him front and center, and 
exonerates his defection to the Germans by 
imagining he swapped his knowledge for a 
chance to retrieve the stranded Katharine 
Clifton (Kirsten Scott Thomas). Unlike 
Herodotus and Ondaatje, Minghella’s history is 
safely colorless, the white lovers Almasy and 
Katharine prominently displayed in the poster 
art and, ironically, on the cover of the movie 
“tie-in” edition of the novel. Meanwhile, the 
interracial couple Kip and Hana (Naveen 
Andrews and Juliette Binoche) don’t even get a 
decent lovemaking scene. It’s hard to imagine 
the novelist is satisfied with the film’s racial pol
itics.

Still, to a greater or lesser extent, Ondaatje 
likewise romanticized a man who worked hard 
to put Mideast oil in fascist tanks, and SS con
centration camps in Palestine. The hypocrisy of 
this is striking, considering that the novel is an 
impassioned condemnation of brutality from 
any quarter. (One of the novel’s key villains is 
Harry Truman, for his decision to drop the 
atomic bomb on one of the “brown races.”) 
Moreover, this is a book that makes an eloquent 
case for the fundamental importance of memo
ry, both as moral testament and healing act. For 
such a novel to belittle what really was at stake 
in the desert war, and to fudge the memories, is 
extraordinary. In cozying up to Almasy, 
Ondaatje has sinned less against history than 
against his own convictions.

Nicholas Nicastro 's historical novel, The 
Eighteenth Captain, will be published in 1998 
by Cove Press.
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Hilberg insists that we recognize these dis
crete incremental steps and the interconnec
tion of each step with those that followed. 
Definition and concentration do not neces
sarily lead to mass killing, but it is one of its 
possible consequences. Had ordinary Ger
mans, and not-so-ordinary churchm en, 
industrialists, civil servants, or the army not 
acquiesced in the early stages of this 
process, or had the victims or the outside 
world acted differently, then perhaps defini
tion might not have led to death.

H ilberg also takes our attention away 
from the brutal and frequently sadistic 
killers by forcing us to recognize the broad
er “machinery of destruction” that included 
large numbers of people who could say they 
never killed anyone. Lawyers and civil ser
vants who wrote the laws, judges who 
upheld them, bankers and industrialists who 
gained from the expropriation of Jewish 
property or the use of Jews as slave labor, 
German police who patrolled the ghettos, 
railway workers who made the schedules 
for deportation trains and collected the fares 
from the German government for the depor
tees (half price for cattle cars, full price for 
passenger cars), architects and engineers 
who set up the gas chambers and cremato
ria, the regular, non-Nazi German army that 
helped clear the path for the mobile killing 
units. Hilberg reminds us that many people 
took part in the machinery of destruction 
who could say they never killed anyone. 
Each played a discrete role; the process was 
fragm ented. A fter the war, many would 
argue that they were only cogs in a larger 
machine, that they were powerless, that they 
were only following the law, that they were 
concerned about their careers, that they 
feared for their lives. Even the killers, 
except for a few sadists, hid behind a num
ber of psychological repressive m echa
nism s, separating the “norm al” part of 
themselves from the part that was doing a 
job, eliminating the enemies of the Reich.

I have liked Hilberg’s model of explain
ing the actions of the perpetrators, because I 
want my students to understand that, had 
they been there, they too might have been 
part of this process, that to one extent or 
another they might have been able to ratio
nalize, if not justify, their actions to keep 
their consciences clean. Hilberg, of course, 
does not want us to stop with this under
standing of how we too might have been 
caught up in the process. Nor does he want 
us simply to bemoan the dangers o f our 
increasingly bureaucratic and technocratic 
civilization, which has tended to focus on 
rational, scientific, technical means rather 
than moral ends. For despite his “universal- 
ist” explanation that all of us could be part 
o f a step-by-step process of destruction, 
Hilberg in his model implicitly warns us 
against such complicity. Had individuals 
and groups protested Nazi policies, he 
argues, the process and m achinery of 
destruction would have broken down. Mass 
extermination occurred because, in different 
ways, many people agreed— explicitly or 
implicitly— to become part of the process. 
That choice, however, did not always imply 
hatred of the victims.

In his widely promoted and controversial 
book on the Holocaust, Daniel Jay Goldha- 
gen has set out to challenge Raul Hilberg’s 
explanation for the Final Solution. His 
book’s title, Hitler’s Willing Executioners: 
Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (Ran

dom House, 1996), immediately suggests 
its thesis: only the Germans could have 
organized the extermination of Europe’s 
Jews; and they did so w illingly, indeed 
gleefully, because Germans hated Jews. 
Challenging Hilberg and one of his disci
ples, Christopher Browning (and many of 
the rest of the historians of the Holocaust), 
Goldhagen argues that “Germans’ anti- 
Semitic beliefs about the Jews were the 
central causal agent of the Holocaust.” 
Economic hardship, the coercive means of 
a totalitarian state, social-psychological 
pressures, bureaucratic fragm entation, 
claim s G oldhagen, are insufficent to 
explain what happened. This review exam
ines Goldhagen’s thesis and compares his 
book to two others, Christopher Brown
ing’s Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Bat
talion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland 
(Harper, 1992) and local author Andrew 
Ezergailis’s The Holocaust in Latvia (His
torical Institute of Latvia, 1996).

• • •
At the core of the Holocaust was a short, 

intense wave of mass murder. Although 
World War II began on September 1, 1939, 
and would end almost six years later, most 
of the mass murders of Jews took place in 
the nineteen months between the German 
invasion of the Soviet Union in July 1941 
and February 1943. Even after the mass 
shooting of close to a million Soviet Jews 
in the summer and winter of 1941, between 
seventy-five and eighty percent of Euro
pean Jewry was still alive by March 1942. 
Despite two-and-a-half years of persecu
tion and deprivation in the Polish ghettos, 
every major Jewish community was still 
intact. Eleven months later, by mid-Febru
ary 1943, almost eighty percent of Euro
pean Jews were dead, and only the barest 
remnants of Polish Jewry survived in a few 
emasculated ghettos or in concentration 
camps.

Who killed them? The surprising and 
disturbing answer that Goldhagen, Brown
ing, and Ezergailis give is “ordinary” peo
ple. Rather than focusing on the Nazi lead
ership and Nazi commando units, Brown
ing and Goldhagen examine the role of 
non-Nazi German police battalions, and 
Ezergailis looks at non-Nazi Latvian units. 
These ordinary men, or ordinary Germans 
according to Goldhagen, helped the more 
elite SS units to round up Jews, shoot them 
en masse, gas them in mobile wagons, and 
when the gas chambers were ready, super
vise the deportation of Jews from the vil
lages, towns, and ghettos of Poland and the 
Soviet territories to the death or labor 
camps.

One of the great merits of Goldhagen’s 
book is that it shows how widespread the 
killing and killers were among the German 
population. He estimates that there were at 
least 10,000 “camps” and ghettos through
out occupied Europe (not all for Jews) 
manned, at least in part, by Germans. Of 
these, there were over 1,600 forced labor 
camps and ghettos just for Jews. This does 
not include the fifty-two main concentra
tion camps, which had a total o f 1,200 
satellite camps. Although we do not know 
how many Germans staffed each of these 
camps and ghettos, we do know that 
Auschwitz had 7,000 guards for the main 
and satellite camps at various times. In 
April 1945, Dachau had 4,100 guards and 
adm inistrators, and over 5,700 people

continued on page 6

Sixth Ballad

They play the mazurkas 
We dance the mazurkas 

They think of mazurkas
We feel the mazurkas 

And nobody listens and nobody cares 
The bodies are moving in rhythm of mazurkas 
The trumpets are pushing the night in the caves 
Two crows on the gutter are watching us dance 

The music is loud
too loud to be covered

The trumpets in circle
commanding

imposing
The chair is now empty 
The dance cannot stop

The trumpets descending and dripping and dropping 
They tell us to move

We advance in rhythm of mazurkas

We got to the wall
we're climbing the wall

just holding the breath
and nothing beyond accompanies the illusion of spring with traces of winter 

with traces of evenings
when our lost parents are telling us where to turn 

and how to caress our children in panic 
The wall now is sinking and over the spring are thousands of leaves 

too wet and too dirty to travel with us 
Two crows on my shoulder are watching us dance 

and dancing and flying are ready to strike 
M y eyes are now sinking and hurting

M y eyes just got lost in rhythm of drums 
like two pieces of broken glass falling 

from the same height as my senses are fallen 
A terrible smell just covered the forest

and someone is dancing on dust and is naked 
The wall is still sinking in rhythm of my voice 

Is no one to cry to 
is too little to explain

M y parents are pointing the edge of the woods 
M y children are there just feeding the fire

and birds are attacking the poor naked dancer 
and somebody's laughing amused by the rhythm 

amused by the shape of my naked desire 
Too little to cover 

Too little to tell you about

A deep empty silence is passing by chanting
in rhythm of mazurkas forgotten for ages 

The birds are still watching us circling the fire 
How far it remains to dance or to travel

with our children surprised by the silence 
They don't want to travel

they don't want to dance 
they don't want to share the free fall of our past 

trapped into the forest
and sick wolves they cannot follow the straight path to the victim 

Among us are traitors 
and wolves are and crows 

Among us is not too much to be told 
To dance if we want to 

To sing If is asked for
To pray if the chances of dancing and singing are gone 
Among us are hungry and angry and naked ones

they know how to cry and to crawl 
They do not remember of children and smiles

They know nothing at all about laughs 
They are pushing each other and fighting for space 

The children are scared and hungry and lost 
The sound of mazurkas is passing by 

without too much noise

— Secca

Silviu Klein (Secca) was born in Romania in 1948. He moved to the U.S. 
in 1986, and now lives in Carmel, NY.
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staffed Mauthausen and its satellite camps. 
Using others’ estimates of fifty guards per 
500 prisoners at the satellite camps and fac
toring in the more than 10,000 camps and 
millions of prisoners, Goldhagen starkly 
concludes that the number of people operat
ing the system of destruction was enor
mous.

Goldhagen divides the killing system run 
by ordinary Germans into three parts: the 
mobile killing units made up of Nazi secu
rity units (Einsatzgruppen) and police bat
talions; the myriad “labor” camps, some 
useful to the Nazi war machine but most 
intended to “teach” Jews how to “work” 
(Arbeit macht Freiheit), inhumanely and 
cruelly requiring them to do humiliating, 
useless tasks until most died of starvation, 
disease, and overwork; and the death 
marches that Jews were forced to make 
from one camp to another, sometimes to get 
out of the way of the invading allied armies, 
and at other times for no apparent reason. It 
is estim ated that betw een 250,000 to 
350,000 people out of 750,000 (not all 
Jews) died in these death marches. To what 
end did these German male guards, who 
were generally older than German soldiers 
and not fit for military service, and younger 
female guards mercilessly force march hun
dred of thousands of people, already near 
death, shooting them if they stumbled or 
tried to escape? The war was all but over. 
Hoping for a better deal from the allies, 
Himmler had even called for the end of the 
killing; yet the killing and the death march
es continued until allied units caught up. 
Goldhagen sees this as further evidence for 
the “eliminationist” anti-Semitism held by 
ordinary Germans.

The upsurge of interest in the “ordinary” 
killers, however, relates to the police battal
ions involved in the mass killing of Jews in 
Russia and Poland. Although Browning 
and Goldhagen discuss several police bat
talions, they both specifically focus on a 
hitherto little-known Reserve Police Battal
ion 101. Browning was the first to discover 
the trove of documents that would enable 
him, and later Goldhagen, to tell the story. 
Asking himself how it was possible for the 
Germans to organize and carry out the mass 
exterm ination o f Polish Jewry, most o f 
whom lived in small cities and towns 
spread throughout Poland, while carrying 
out the war at the same time, Browning 
decided to search the extensive collection 
of documents relating to war crimes trials 
held in Germany. There he encountered the 
trial proceedings and, more important, the 
extensive verbatim quotations from pretrial 
interrogations of battalion members. The 
investigation and legal process had taken 
place between 1962 and 1972 and was con
ducted by the Office of the State Prosecutor 
in Hamburg. Unlike so many of the Nazi 
killing units, whose membership could only 
be partially reconstructed, here were the 
names of the slightly less than 500 men of 
the battalion, and the testimonies of 210 of 
them. Both Browning and Goldhagen use 
these records extensively for their descrip
tions of what took place.

In 1936, Heinrich Himmler, the head of 
the SS but also chief of all police units in 
the Third Reich, divided the various Ger
man police into two main branches: the 
highly trained and indoctrinated Security 
Police, which included the Gestapo and the 
SS Einsatzgruppen (mobile killing units); 
and the Order Police, which consisted of 
the city or m unicipal police, the rural 
police, and the small town or community 
police.

As the war approached, the Order Police 
expanded rapidly, and by September 1939 
its num bers had reached about 131,000 
men. Many of the best units were formed 
into a police division of nearly 16,000 men 
and put at the disposal of the army, but

most of the units remained separate from 
the army. Most of the men were trained in a 
haphazard manner, without regard for mili
tary or ideological fitness. This was espe
cially true of the reserve battalions, such as 
Reserve Police Battalion 101.

By 1943, the Order Police had increased 
in size to 310,000 men, 132,000 of whom 
were reservists. The responsibilities of 
some of the active units now included 
“policing” captured territories populated by 
“inferior races,” fighting partisans, transfer
ring populations, and killing civilians, over
whelmingly Jews.

The initial participation of the Order 
Police in the Final Solution came in the 
summer and fall of 1941 with the German 
invasion of the Soviet Union. Several bat
talions aided the Einsatzgruppen in the 
killings of Jews, partisans, and “Bolshevik 
Commissars,” all of whom Nazi propagan
da conflated as enemies of the Reich. But 
when the brutal killings extended beyond 
Jewish men and male teenagers to women 
and children, the rationalized cloak of 
killing dangerous enemies (partisans and 
communists) quickly unravelled.

The original Police Battalion 101, made 
up mostly of professional policemen, 
served in pre-genocidal Poland between the 
fall of 1939 and May 1941, when it returned 
to its home base in Hamburg Germany. The 
younger and more able members were 
transferred to newly created police units. 
The ranks of 101 were replenished with 
draftees and renamed Reserve Police Bat
talion 101. Still stationed in Hamburg, 
where the overwhelm ing num ber of its 
recruits came from, its duties included ordi
nary police work. The exception to this was 
its participation in the deportation of Ham- 
burg’s Jews to the east. In June 1942, 
unaware of their mission, the men of 
Reserve Police Battalion 101 was called up 
to help the Einsatzgruppen and other Police 
Battalions to round up, guard, and kill the 
Jews in small villages and towns scattered 
throughout rural Poland.

What was the background of these men? 
The commander, W ilhelm Trapp, was a 
fifty-three-year-old major. A veteran of 
World War I, Major Trapp had joined the 
Nazi Party early, in December 1932, but 
was not considered SS material. Indeed, his 
two young SS captains described him as 
weak and unmilitary. The background of 
the two captains, Julius Wohlauf and Wolf
gang Hoffmann, on the other hand, repre
sented Himmler’s ideal of the well-educat
ed, professional police officer; they were 
also early enthusiasts for National Social
ism. There were seven reserve lieutenants 
who were Nazi Party members but not part 
of the SS. They came from middle-class 
families and their ages ranged between thir
ty-three and forty-eight. Of the thirty-two 
non-commissioned officers whose back
ground we know about, twenty-two were 
Nazi Party members and seven were in the 
SS. Their average age was about twenty- 
three.

The rank-and-file killers o f Reserve 
Police Battalion 101 came from far more 
modest backgrounds than the battalion’s 
officers. Twenty-five percent belonged to 
the Nazi Party, a larger percentage than the 
general population, but given the police 
duties of many of them this was not unusu
al. The vast majority was either working 
class (63%) or lower middle class (35%) 
and came from Hamburg, a city that was 
known as one of the least Nazified in Ger
many. Their average age was thirty-nine; 
over half were between thirty-seven and 
forty-two. Too old for the army, they were 
also old enough to have been raised in a 
more democratic political culture with dif
ferent moral norms than the Nazis. How did 
these middle-aged, non-ideological family 
men come to participate in mass murder?

In addition to agreeing that these were 
“ordinary” men, Browning and Goldhagen

also concur that to a great extent they were 
“willing executioners.” Deportations from 
the ghettos to the death camps were already 
in full swing in June 1942 when SS and 
Police leader Odilo G lobocnik decided 
again to use the police battalions for 
renewed shootings. Inform ed the night 
before of the planned action at Jozefow, 
one of the reserve lieutenants, Heinz Buch- 
mann, then thirty-eight years old, refused to 
lead his men in the shooting of women and 
children. He was reassigned to escort male 
“work” Jews, to be taken to Lublin for 
forced labor. Early the next morning, July 
13, the rest of the battalion arrived at Joze
fow and was told of their murderous assign
ment. In deference to the age and inexperi
ence of many in the battalion, Major Trapp, 
who himself was rather squeamish about 
their duties, made the extraordinary offer to 
allow the men to be reassigned if they felt 
they were not up to the task. First one, then 
after a few moments, about eleven others 
stepped forward and were reassigned.

In their interrogations some twenty years 
later, several of the men noted how dis

tressed Trapp was at the initial action and 
how difficult it was for several others in his 
battalion to kill women and especially chil
dren. No doubt they thought of their own 
wives and children back home. A fter a 
whole morning of killing, several more 
men were given perm ission to be reas
signed. In their subsequent testimonies, 
they explained that they stopped because of 
their revulsion at the slaughter, though 
Browning and Goldhagen point out they 
expressed no moral qualm s. The over
whelming majority of the men of Reserve 
Police Battalion 101, and those of other 
battalions, stayed to perform their jobs.

Browning, Goldhagen, and Ezergailis’s 
books are filled with many first-hand 
accounts of these unimaginably horrific 
scenes, such as the one at Jozefow as told 
by the surviving perpetrators in their testi
monies. Two platoons of Third Company 
surrounded the village. Anyone trying to 
escape was shot im m ediately. The rest 
were taken to the marketplace. Those too 
sick or frail to walk, as well as infants and 
those trying to hide, were shot on the spot.

First Company proceeded to the forest, 
where trucks soon brought the Jewish vic
tims. W hen the first thirty to forty-five 
arrived, an equal number of German police 
came forward and face-to-face were paired 
off with their victims. The Jews and police
men walked down to the shooting site 
where the Jews were ordered to undress, 
piling their clothes in ever growing moun
tains, and then to lie down in a row. The 
policemen stepped up behind them, placed 
their bayonets at the base of the neck and, 
on the command, fired in unison. So it went 
throughout the day until nightfall, except 
for a midday break. In their testimonies, 
many of the shooters reported that it was 
especially difficult to shoot women and 
children, though some com forted them 
selves by rationalizing that the children 
were better dead once their mothers had 
been killed. The work became particularly 
gruesome when the victims brains sprayed 
the shooter or another nearby. At some 
point in the afternoon someone brought 
over alcohol to help numb the senses of the 
killers.

Jack Sherman

In the next several months, Reserve Bat
talion 101 would carry out similar atrocities 
many times. Frequently the victims them
selves would dig the mass graves before 
being shot and falling into them. There 
were always some who were not killed. If 
they were seen or heard, cleanup squads 
would shoot them as they lay in the pits. 
Some were buried alive under the layers of 
bodies. Very few escaped to tell their sto
ries. Whatever reticence many of the men 
may have had during the initial killings was 
soon overcome, and, with the help of alco
hol, they willingly continued the mass mur
ders.

Both Browning and Goldhagen agree on 
all of the above. But Goldhagen goes on to 
describe instances where men brought their 
wives or women friends to view the killing, 
or sent home letters to spouses, friends, and 
fellow workers, describing their actions 
with pride. Goldhagen argues that, aside 
from their initial squeamishness over all the 
blood and gore, ordinary Germans “wanted 
to be genocidal executioners.” They killed 
with “gusto”; they had “fun”; they enjoyed

themselves. Browning, on the other hand, 
insists that between ten and twenty percent 
of the battalion eventually became non
shooters, and he takes seriously the testimo
ny of some of the shooters who reported 
physical and mental repugnance at what 
they were doing. Goldhagen dismisses this 
testimony as unreliable self justification, 
offering instead a disarm ingly sim ple, 
monocausal explanation, which may be one 
of the reasons for his book’s popularity: 
most, if not all, Germans hated Jews.

Rather than try to understand how so 
many ordinary Germans overcame their 
inhibitions to kill, as Browning and Hilberg 
had done, Goldhagen insists that only by 
“reconceiving” the German mentality of the 
Hitler era can we hope to discover the very 
different cognitive world of the Germans 
that was so saturated with anti-Semitism as 
to make it part of the common sense of the 
day. To Goldhagen, Germans were infected 
with a “demonological anti-Semitism” that 
was the common “structure of the perpetra
tors’ cognition” and of German society in 
general. Since the German people and 
Hitler were of one mind about the Jews, 
H itler only needed to “unshackle” or 
“unleash” their already pent-up anti-Semi
tism to perpetrate the Holocaust.

Goldhagen devotes the entire first part of 
his book to tracing the roots of what he calls 
an “elim ination ist” anti-Sem itism  that 
began developing early in the nineteenth 
century. He traces this development from 
medieval Christian anti-Semitism, with its 
wild fantasies about Jewish machinations 
against Christianity and Christians, to the 
modem period’s more secular images of the 
Jew as a parasite on society. Jews were seen 
as averse to productive work, skilled only 
in financial manipulation and intrigue, a 
malevolent and powerful secret organized 
force that threatened the fabric of German 
culture. Assimilation of the Jews threatened 
German society even more, since it would 
allow them to successfully hide their cor
rupting influence. Goldhagen concedes that 
many of these notions were endem ic to 
other European countries, but he argues that 
only in Germany had they become so 
deeply a part of the popular consciousness.

Goldhagen argues that, by the end of the 
nineteenth century, this myth of a Jewish 
threat to German culture had developed into 
an “eliminationist” ideology. What “elimi
nation” meant was ambiguous and hazy, 
sometimes calling for the expulsion from 
German soil of the alien Jews, but increas
ingly, according to Goldhagen, it meant 
exterm ination. In this way, Goldhagen 
arrives at his “wholly new and indisputable 
thesis” : a uniquely German eliminationist 
anti-Semitism permeated all sectors of Ger
man society, and it is this “cognitive struc
ture” that paved the way for Hitler and his 
murderous policy toward the Jews.

G oldhagen’s is a determ inistic logic. 
Specific conditions or situations matter lit
tle to his explanation. But it is hard to fol
low that logic, hard to believe that Hitler 
would have come to power without, for 
example: Germany’s defeat in World War 
I; the devastating inflation of the early 
1920’s followed by the Great Depression; 
the alliance of German conservative parties 
with Hitler; and the fear among German 
business interests o f Communism and 
social dem ocracy and their belief that 
Nazism would be a more congenial alterna
tive (the list of conditional factors could go 
on and on). W ithout those conditions, 
would there still have been a Holocaust?

Goldhagen dismisses these historical fac
tors as irrelevant. To him, Germans wanted 
to kill Jews even before H itler came to 
power. Hitler provided the opportunity or, 
perhaps, awakened the latent eliminationist 
fantasies of the German people. Hitler and 
the Nazis were facilitators, not causes. In 
this view, historical circumstance are given 
a decidedly secondary role to the deep-root

ed “ideal” to kill Jews. The question only 
becomes when, and Hitler was when.

To give Goldhagen his due, he has 
returned our attention to the actual killers, 
perhaps because of the greater publicity 
given his book than Browning's, but also 
because of his overwhelming detail and 
graphic descriptions. Even if many of us do 
not agree with his analysis, the courses we 
teach on the Holocaust will never be quite 
the same because of Goldhagen’s influence. 
Some of us more squeamish academics can 
no longer skim over these face-to-face mass 
murders while focusing on the “system” of 
the concentration camps.

Goldhagen does remind us that Hitler 
was able to draw on a deeply rooted and 
widespread cultural bias. He points out that 
there was virtually no organized protest to 
the anti-Jewish legislation in the 1930’s, 
neither from the old army nor the civil ser
vice elite, and not even from the churches. 
Of course, despite Goldhagen’s claims to 
“originality,” many of his arguments about 
German anti-Semitism and the divergent 
path (Sonderweg) that Germany took from 
the rest of Western civilization have been 
made before. The debate over the unique
ness of German anti-Semitism, or the “Ger
man m ind” in general is an old one and 
stretches back to immediately after the war. 
Still, Goldhagen’s book is likely to rekindle 
the debate. After reading G oldhagen’s 
book, it will be very hard to argue that few 
Germans knew about the Final Solution. By 
forcing us to acknowledge that massive 
numbers of people were involved in the 
killing system, he makes that excuse no 
longer tenable.

Nevertheless, I have reservations about 
the extreme “intentionalist” position Gold
hagen has taken. So-called “intentionalist” 
historians argue that, from the time he came 
to power, Hitler intended to kill all of the 
Jews of Europe. They cite this intent in 
Mein Kampf, written well before Hitler 
came to power, and in a variety of speeches 
made between 1933 and 1939, especially 
his speech made on January 30, 1939 in 
which he prophesied the annihilation of the 
Jews if they dragged Germany into a Euro
pean war. D espite this, many so-called 
“functionalist” historians believe that the 
decision for the Final Solution was made 
gradually during the war in response to spe
cific problems, there being little evidence 
that the decision was made by Hitler and the 
highest Nazi officials early on; in fact, Ger
man policy between 1933 and 1939 encour
aged Jewish emigration. Not until after the 
German invasion of the Soviet Union in 
June 1941, is there evidence of mass mur
der and docum ents suggesting the Final 
Solution. Reasonable historians can and do 
disagree over when Hitler decided on the 
Final Solution. But what is so extreme 
about Goldhagen’s position is not his argu
ment that Hitler made the decision from the 
beginning, but that, indeed, the intention to 
eliminate the Jews even preceded Hitler.

That argument presupposes an unlikely 
unanimity among the German population, 
not only regarding anti-Semitism, but also 
in actively wanting to eliminate Jews from 
their midst. Yet attitudes toward German 
Jews varied w idely among Catholics, 
socialists, liberals and conservatives 
throughout the later nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Goldhagen ignores the 
fact that, despite frequent calls by right- 
wing nationalists for limiting Jewish rights, 
such measures were defeated in the Reich
stag and opposed by the German Kaiser 
before World War I and repudiated after 
that war by the Weimar Republic. The sin
gle largest political party of pre-World War 
I Germany, and the preeminent party for a 
long time after the war, the Social Democ
ratic Party, was strongly pro-Jewish. Even 
the Catholic Center Party at worst had an

continued on page 11
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Religion and the O rder of Nature
Seyyed Hossein Nasr
New York: Oxford University Press, 1996.
304 pages; $17.95 paperback

Steven Chapman
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, A.D. White Profes

sor at Large at Cornell, is one of the keenest 
minds working in the field of Religious Stud
ies today. An abiding area of concern for him, 
which he was writing about long before it 
became fashionable to do so, is the relation
ship between the environmental crisis and the 
larger spiritual crises of the West, and the cor
responding need for a properly religious 
response to ecological problems. This is the: 
major theme of Nasr’s more recent work, 
including Knowledge and the Sacred (1989) 
and The Need for a Sacred Science (1993). In 
Religion and the Order o f Nature (1996), 
Nasr has reworked material from his 1994 
Cadbury Lectures at the University of Birm
ingham into his fullest contribution on the 
subject to date. It is a work which not only 
specialized students of religion but anyone 
with an interest in the state of the world today 
would do well to consult.

According to Nasr, the environmental crisis 
is best understood as the material manifesta
tion of a deeper spiritual crisis concerning our 
relationship with nature and with God. This 
crisis, which has many aspects, is deeply root
ed in the Western traditions of Renaissance 
Humanism, the Scientific Revolution, and the 
one-sided rationalism of the Enlightenment, 
all of which were accompanied by a corre
sponding forgetting or denial of the sacred in 
nature. The paradox of modernity is that the 
domination of nature carried on in the name 
of secular science has led to a series of dise
quilibriums affecting both natural and human 
existence. Any solution, according to Nasr, 
must involve a fundamental reassessment of 
Western secular traditions and a return to a 
religious understanding of nature as the reve
lation of a divine order. Nasr stands in coura
geous opposition to the totalitarian claims of 
modem science, which he counters with vast 
knowledge of religious tradition. His goal is 
to revive religious notions of the order of 
nature and to re-sacralize the modem world. 
Only if nature is seen as a manifestation of the 
divine reality, Nasr believes, will humans be 
inspired and empowered to take the steps nec
essary to restore a healthy ecological balance.

Nasr begins his study— which I can only 
cite suggestively here—with a comparative 
analysis of how the different world religions 
view nature. He moves with ease through 
numerous traditions, East and West, to reveal 
a remarkably cohesive picture of nature as 
something sacred, as the revelation of a divine 
order and harmony, whether it be called the 
Dharma, the Tao, the Great Spirit, or the 
Logos. As a believing Moslem, Nasr sees the 
order of nature as a manifestation of God’s 
law, or the Shariah; but he is equally attune to 
the rich traditions of the Hebrew Bible, to the 
prophets and to the psalmists, and to Christian 
writers of the sacramental tradition such as 
Hildegard of Bingen and St. Francis of Assisi.

A disciple of the Perennial Philosophy, 
Nasr actively searches out common ground 
among the different religions to arrive at uni
versal truths. In spite of local differences, 
Nasr maintains that all religions agree on cer
tain basic ideas about nature, constituting a 
unified block of knowledge different but no 
less valid than the idea of nature constructed 
by modern science. The ongoing assault 
against nature carried out by modem science 
and technology, he believes, must be opposed 
by a new kind of politically active ecumeni- 
cism and a true religion of the Earth.

As an historian of religion and culture, Nasr 
retells the story of how Western science 
reduced nature to the status of purely quantifi
able matter, or as an aggregate of material 
things. He accuses the thinkers of the Scien
tific Revolution of mistaking a mathematics 
of nature for a philosophy of nature, and of 
creating a m echanical philosophy which

On God And Nature

would serve the interests of commerce and 
industry in the form of “applied science.” He 
brings Galileo to account, asking how a man 
with such a reductive understanding of nature 
could become not only a national hero, but 
also the hero of an entire culture. The story of 
the progress of science, which has been called 
the triumph of reason over fanaticism, signi
fies for Nasr rather the denial and repression of 
the sacred, and the abandonment of a religious 
and qualitative understanding of nature for a 
secular and quantitative one, “a triumph that 
marks not only an ordinary victory but the 
nearly total obliteration in the West of the 
order it came to replace.”

The consequences of this de-sacralization, 
disenchantment, or death of nature have been 
disastrous from the point of view of the Earth 
and its inhabitants, including its human inhab
itants. Human beings began their conquest of 
nature as an endeavor to liberate themselves 
from nature, but have ended up laying waste to 
their planetary home and seriously threatening 
their own survival as a species. The disorder 
of the modem scientific ratio is now over
whelming the ecological balances of the order 
of nature, producing cataclysmic disruptions 
whose full scope is only now being under
stood. The terrible irony of it all is that a peo
ple who turn away from Heaven in the name 
of the Earth and of a purely secular under
standing of the Earth end up destroying both 
the Earth and themselves. Or as Nasr puts it: 
“The history of the modem world is witness to 
the fact that the type of man who negates the 
Sacred or Heaven in the name of being a pure
ly earthly creature cannot live in equilibrium 
with the Earth.”

What Nasr denounces above all are the mis
taken presumptions of one-sided rationalism— 
the kind of reason which sets itself against tra
dition and posits itself as the exclusive authori
ty on matters of truth. The particular epistemo
logical hubris of the thinkers of the Scientific 
Revolution was not their curiositas but their 
intolerance of any notion of truth different from 
their own. Reason then becomes merely instru
mental and purposive (zweckrational), even a 
kind of unreason. “Rationalism does not mean 
simply the use of reason, but the exclusive use 
of reason independent of both intellection and 
revelation, and the consideration of reason as 
the highest and exclusive authority for the 
attainment of truth.”

The major pathology of the Western tradi-
' . —.A. M  -k JWVXUI

Don Karr
tion—which Nasr is able to diagnose from the 
critical position afforded by Islam ’s deep 
intellectual roots— is the autonomy and 
authority granted to a purely anthropocentric 
logos. Even more condemnable, from Nasr’s 
point of view, is the horrible self-righteous
ness with which the West imposed its notion 
of the truth on all the peoples of the globe. 
Armed with an ideology of infinite economic 
gain and a sense of their own civilizing des
tiny, the European nations embarked upon a 
concerted program of worldwide economic 
and cultural domination. “European man 
gained a new conception of himself as a being 
endowed with reason, independent of Heaven 
and ready to conquer Earth, both its non- 
European humanity and the order of nature.” 
In the name of progress and of providence, the 
West has succeeded in creating a worldwide 
rational/irrational socio-economic order 
where civilization and barbarism meet in 
twain.

Nasr calls the hubris of our modem techno- 
industrial civilization “Prometheanism,” after 
the Titan who first invented pyrotechnics. 
According to Nasr, Promethean man first 
announced his emancipation from older theis- 
tic notions concerning the uses and limits of 
human knowledge, and then set out to con
quer nature for the good of all humanity. But 
the Promethean gifts, like those of his brother 
Epithemus (Pandora et. al.), turn out to be dis
ruptive and double-edged. “Equipped with a 
Faustian knowledge, secular in character, and 
based on power over the natural order, the 
new man began to create unprecedented 
havoc over the globe, for there was now no 
limit set by any spiritual laws upon his rights 
of dominion, and no higher knowledge to set 
a limit upon his profane knowledge of the 
world.”

Five hundred years of global domination by 
Promethean man have produced the most ter
rifying demons: firmly entrenched systems of 
error, a technology that knows no bounds in 
its destructive applications, and an image of 
the self divorced from any harmony with the 
cosmos. Such is the irrationality produced by 
an excessively rationalized and technified 
society. The intellectual and spiritual history 
of the West reveals that current disruptions 
are not epiphenomenal to an otherwise tri
umphant story of human progress, but are the 
intrinsic and necessary result of a long 
process which must be critically thought

through before its contradictions can be 
resolved.

So what can be done? What are the solu
tions? What kind of thinking is sufficiently 
robust to gauge the depth of our current eco- 
political crisis and to envision practical steps 
for positive change? Nasr sees clearly—and 
has seen clearly for decades—that the cur
rent crisis did not fall down from the sky like 
acid rain, but is the result of five hundred 
years of European history (maybe twenty- 
five hundred). Nasr also proclaims the need 
to counteract the destructive tendencies of 
modem science with alternative ecological 
paradigms. While he is familiar with recent 
trends in ecological thinking such as Deep 
Ecology and Eco-philosophy, he doubts their 
ability to effect real change. He is generally 
skeptical of newfangled philosophies with 
their new gods: “such philosophies are not 
sufficiently powerful to sway the human 
community on a global scale at this moment 
of acute crisis.” Given the far greater number 
of people still within the sphere of old-time 
religion, Nasr argues, hope for real change 
can only lie in a reassertion of a traditionalist 
understanding of the order of nature. “In 
such a situation it is only traditional reli- 

? gions, with their roots sunk in the Divine and 
their means of directing the soul to its ulti
mate goal, that can provide a real cure for the 
illusion of a centerless soul seeking the Infi
nite.”

Nasr pleads passionately and eloquently 
on behalf of a religious understanding of 
nature as a valid knowledge of the Earth cor
responding to divine reality. He argues that 
along with the development of an authentic 
environmental ethic, it will be necessary to 
reclaim the religious knowledge of the Earth 
as a legitimate way of knowing, and as a 
vehicle to the truth which is at least as valid 
as the methods proposed by modem science. 
“The ground must be cleared and a space cre
ated for the reassertion of the religious 
understanding of the order of nature as 
authentic knowledge.” Nasr’s own monu
mental oeuvre stands as powerful witness for 
just such a “sacred science” rooted in reli
gious tradition. Restoring the primacy of 
sacred science over secular science, Nasr 
argues, “is of the utmost significance for the 
rediscovery of the sacred quality of nature 
and the re-establishment of a rapport based 
on harmony between man and nature.” This 
will be accompanied, in N asr’s hopeful 
vision for the future, by the practical realiza
tion of the transcendent unity of religions 
into a global religion of the Earth, along with 
a global theology which will serve to usher in 
a new era of mutually affirming human-earth 
interactions.

Though I often find myself in agreement 
with him, I also see that Nasr’s integrated 
religious-ecological world view, for all its 
power and conviction, is beset with prob
lems—problems which have to do with the 
epistemological predicaments involved in 
any assertion of religious belief. In any reli
gious discourse, there is going to be tension 
between truth and belief, and the insights 
gained by active adherence to a particular 
creed are often offset by blindness in another 
area, or at least a constriction of vision. The 
cognitive gains produced by the transcendent 
unity of faith and understanding can degen
erate into self-serving circularity. I found it 
noteworthy, for instance, how in his discus
sion of the various religious traditions of the 
globe, Nasr consistently downplays panthe
ism while seeking to relate all experiences of 
the sacred to a single framework of belief. 
He takes for granted the idea that “nature” is 
the manifestation of “spirit,” and that all tra
ditions develop according to the sequence 
pantheism-polytheism-monotheism. Nasr’s 
system presupposes a God who created 
Heaven and Earth and who is distinct from 
his creation. But why should this be so? Why

continued on page 9
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continued from page 8

can’t we see God and Nature as one, as Spin
oza believed? Why not worship the Earth as 
Goddess and life-giving Mother? There are 
many m odalities of possible religious 
beliefs, and the melodies of theology, if they 
are to be accompanied by the harmonies of 
comparative religion, must still allow for 
degrees of dissonance.

Even more disturbing, especially in view 
of Nasr’s stated intention of renewing the 
dialogue between science and religion, is his 
outright dismissal of Darwin and Darwinian 
theories of evolution. He sees the spread of 
evolutionary ideas as fatal to the traditional 
religious understanding of order in nature 
(which they were), and is unable to forgive 
the offense. For Nasr, the Darwinian theory 
of evolution erased the final vestiges of 
divine wisdom from the face of the Earth. 
“The spread of evolutionism destroyed the 
very meaning of the sacredness of life and 
removed from nature any possibility of bear
ing the imprint of the immutable and the 
eternal.” He views any attempt to reconcile 
Darwinian theories with traditional religious 
views of nature as hopeless from the begin
ning, and comes down especially hard on the 
“rabid followers of Tielhard de Chardin who 
sought to create a religion out of evolution.”

Nasr’s reaction to Darwin is so visceral 
and violent that it reminds me of Blake’s 
reaction to Wordsworth, whom he blamed 
for ten bad bowel movements after hearing 
portions of The Prelude read to him. As I see 
it, Nasr’s aversion to Darwin and to evolu
tionary paradigms in general is a weak spot 
in his otherwise form idable intellectual 
armature, a weak spot which places severe 
limitations on the scope of his project. Even 
the Vatican, after vindicating Galileo, has 
come around to accepting the Darwinian 
account of creation as scientifically valid 
(while clarifying that the issues are more 
complicated than usually assumed). Nasr 
has every right to lament Darwin’s abuse of 
mechanical models and metaphors to 
describe life processes, but Darwin nonethe
less remains the point of departure for any 
serious scientific understanding concerning 
the evolution of natural life and human ori
gins— even of those theories of creation 
which are more favorably disposed towards 
religion. It is perhaps significant that Ernst 
Haeckel, the founder of modem ecology, 
knowing full well what trouble his Goethean 
monism would get him into with the scien
tific establishment, took pains to point out in 
the subtitle of his General M orphology 
(1866) that his theories were “mechanically 
grounded on Darwin’s theory of evolution.” 
By dismissing Darwin out of hand, Nasr pre
cludes any meaningful discussion about the 
role of God in evolutionary processes or 
about a relationship between cosmogenesis 
and anthropogenesis.

Prying open this blind spot in N asr’s 
thinking a little bit further, I would argue

that his dismissal of Darwin is indicative of a 
more serious shortcoming regarding his 
approach to the sciences in general. While 
Nasr’s knowledge of comparative religion is 
unparalleled, his grasp of the sciences (espe
cially of the life sciences and of post-classi
cal physics) is less firm. One searches in vain 
in Nasr’s work for a sustained engagement 
with the more speculative side of modern 
science whose insights are never far from 
those of the religious imagination. For all his 
vast erudition, Nasr makes no effort to seri
ously understand the scientific debates as 
they are unfolding right now—by which I 
mean the kind of speculative inquiry which 
asks and seeks to provide answers for the 
“big questions” of life, as in the work of Gre
gory Bateson, James Lovelock, Rupert Shel
drake, and Fritjof Capra. In other words, 
Nasr refuses to enter into dialogue with sci
ence precisely where that dialogue becomes 
most interesting! By condemning the materi
alistic basis of modem science, Nasr ends up 
condemning science altogether, and by 
refusing to believe that modem science may 
have anything useful to say, he cuts himself 
off from a valuable source of knowledge 
about things as they are. One gets the impres
sion that Nasr is much more comfortable 
working within a traditionalist Aristotelian 
world view as a place where religion and sci
ence can cohabitate the same intellectual 
space, and is afraid to venture beyond the 
confines of that world. Such constitutional 
conservatism restricts his field of vision and 
does little service to the cause he is trying to 
advance.

My overall reaction to Religion and the 
Order o f Nature, as to Nasr’s work in gener
al, is thus mixed. I stand in awe at his bril
liance and at the breadth of his knowledge. I 
agree very much with his critique of Western 
science, with his apology for traditional reli
gion, and with his stated goal of recovering a 
religious understanding of the order of nature 
as an alternative to the hegemonic order of 
Western science. But I reject the reactionary 
slant of his intellect and his lack of specula
tive verve. If truth is indeed one, scientific 
knowledge is part of that truth, and delivers 
up to the speculative imagination valuable 
perspectives on the divine reality. The 
knowledge of nature adduced by modem sci
ence, while it certainly does not have an 
exclusive monopoly on truth, yet contains 
insights which will form part of any coherent 
religious world view. Conversely, if the ulti
mate goal of the sciences is to arrive at a syn
thesis in which everything has its place, it 
would necessarily be religious. And if we 
ever do arrive at what modem physicists call 
the “Theory of Everything,” we would come 
to know not only the mind but also the body 
of God.

Steven Chapman is currently teaching 
humanities at the Manhattan School o f  
Music, and writing a book on ecological lit
erary theory.

“If  you cou ld  take only o n e  book back with you, 
w hich o n e  w ould it be?”

Gary Kass

S O r ite r  r  

Jr  y t r t is t f !
H ie

POOKPRESS 
invites you

to send in submissions 
of your work.

We are interested in 
previously unpublished 

reviews, interviews, essays, 
and original graphic art.

mail submissions to:
The Bookpress, 215 N. Cayuga St, 

Ithaca, New York 14850 
phone us at (607) 277-2254

N A T U R A L -   ̂
F O O D S

a n d  a  la rg e  se lectio n  o f  

a lte rn a tiv e  h e a lth  boohs

G reenStar
( c o o p e r a t i v e  m a r k e t )

701 W est Buffalo Street 

607-273-9392
NEW  H OURS: M -Sat 9-9, Sun  10-7

^  O P F . N  T O  E V F . R Y O N F .  /

What Do Y o u  
Think.. .

T h e  B o o k p re ss  
is in tere sted  in 

h e a r in g  from  r e a d e r s.

L e tte r s  must be signed  
and a d a y tim e  phone  

number: in clu d e d .

Send letters to:
The Bookpress 

DeWitt Building,
215 N. Cayuga St. 
Ithaca, NY 14850

D on ’t Forget

M°OoO oSoE° W°OoO°D
Open for Lunch 

and Dinner
(Dinner only Sunday)

Enjoy our innovative, international menu, 

plus delicious, savory pitas, hearty soups, 
fresh breads, tempting desserts, and an array 

of thirst-quenching beverages.

Monday through Sunday 

Dewitt Mall • 273-9610 

Fine Original Cuisine



p a g e  10 The R OOKPRESS February 1997

Journey to the East

reprinted from The Secret Doctrine, by H.P. Blavatsky; The Theosophical Publishing House, 1987 
H elena  P etrovna Blavatsky, abou t 1887

T he W hite  B u d d h is t: T he A sian  
Odyssey of Henry Steel Olcott
by Stephen Prothero
Bloomington: University of Indiana Press 
242 pp. $35.00

Edward Hower
Every year in M adras, India, school- 

children parade through the streets holding 
garland-draped icons commemorating the 
birthday (February 2, 1832) of one of the 
most fascinating mavericks in American 
history, Colonel Henry Steel Olcott.

In Sri Lanka, each year on his death- 
date, (February 17, 1907) saffron-robed 
Buddhist monks bow before photographs 
of the bearded, stern-faced Yankee. “May 
the merit we have gained by these good 
deeds pass on to C olonel O lco tt,” they 
chant in temples throughout the country, 
“and may he find happiness and peace.”

The colonel, who made South Asia his 
home for the last thirty-one years of his 
life, is remembered there as a major con
tributor both to the Indian cultural renais
sance and the Buddhist revival in Ceylon 
(now Sri Lanka). The first American of 
European descent to convert to Buddhism, 
he was revered by many admirers as a rein
carnation of either the Buddhist emperor 
Asoka or of Gautama Buddha himself. His 
face has appeared on Sri Lankan stamps. 
His statue, often wearing garlands of flow
ers, can be seen today gazing down from 
its pedestal outside the central railway sta
tion in Sri Lanka’s capital city.

Yet while Colonel Olcott lived in Amer
ica, The New York Times denounced him as 
an “unmitigated rascal” for his activities as 
a leading spiritualist and as a co-founder of 
the Theosophical Society. And, in this cen
tury, he has been all but forgotten in the 
country of his birth.

I’d never heard of him, myself, until I 
arrived in M adras in 1990 to teach on a 
Fulbright grant and moved into an apart
ment on a little street called Olcott Orur. 
My neighbors told me the street was 
named after an American who had lived 
nearby. To help me learn more about him, 
they took me to the 250-acre estate over
looking the Bay of Bengal where the inter
national headquarters of the Theosophical 
Society is located. There, on the edge of a 
cacophonous, bustling city of ten million 
people, I walked into an oasis of almost 
surreal calm: palm-lined sandy paths, med
itation gardens, and large tile-roofed colo
nial-style bungalows. Eerily empty half
sized replicas of Hindu and Buddhist tem
ples, a church, a mosque, and other reli
gious buildings poked up from the lush 
foliage. Some Indians and foreigners wan
dered about looking lost in contemplation. 
And in a large, open-air hall I found a mar
ble statue of the American— Henry Olcott, 
a tall, barrel-chested man with a pince-nez 
and a beard halfw ay down his chest. 
Despite his ram rod-straight posture, he 
appeared beatific. His hand rested on the 
shoulder of a plump, seated woman with 
large, slightly bulging eyes that, even in 
stone, looked hypnotic.

She, I discovered, was the Russian-born 
m ystic, M adame H elena Petrovna 
Blavatsky. I’d heard of her—the author of 
several occult books, I seemed to remem
ber, and the subject of some long-ago scan
dal. But what had these two been up to here 
in India over a century ago?

• • •
T heir story continued to intrigue me. 

Four years later, I returned to Madras to 
research their lives in preparation for a 
magazine article and a novel. Though at 
least a dozen b iographies o f M adame 
Blavatsky have been published, material 
on Colonel Olcott has been sketchy, so I 
was pleased when a new biography of him 
appeared in 1996— The White Buddhist, by 
Stephen Prothero, a professor in the Reli
gion Department at Boston University.

According to Prothero, Henry Olcott 
was born in Orange, New Jersey, into a 
family descended from staunch American 
Puritans. As a young man, he was exposed 
to the spiritualist movement that was then 
sweeping the country. Stances, table rap- 
pings, mysterious messages appearing on 
slates, even “m aterializations” of spirits 
were popular parlor events during this 
time. Spiritualism promised to discover a 
synthesis between religion and the new 
Darwinian science that was threatening 
people’s faith with its theory of evolution.

In upstate New York, Henry met 
Andrew Jackson Davis, the famous 
“Poughkeepsie Seer,” a semi-literate man 
who published volumes of mystical philos
ophy that he said had been dictated to him 
by wise men in the spirit world. Because of 
the many messianic religious movements 
that spread like w ild-fire across upstate 
New York during the nineteenth century, 
the region has been known as the “burnt- 
over district.”

In Palm yra, M ormonism got its start 
when an angel reputedly gave a local 
farm er, Joseph Sm ith, a set of golden 
tablets. (A Mormon pageant is still held 
there each summer to commemorate the 
event.) In Oneida, a colony of Christian 
idealists practiced communal farming and 
free love and operated a stainless steel flat
ware factory which continues to thrive 
today. As research for my novel, I attended 
several stances at the Freeville Spiritualist 
Assembly Church, up the road from Ithaca, 
where a medium brought messages from 
“spirit guides” to gatherings of believers. 
In its shop I found reprints o f books on 
spiritualism that Henry Olcott may have 
read more than a century ago.

O lcott attended college for a year, 
founded a school of scientific agriculture 
in W estchester County, passed the bar 
exam, and eventually established himself 
as a prosperous New York lawyer. He was 
also a popular jou rnalist for Horace 
Greely’s Tribune and other publications. 
Disguised as a Southern farmer, he report
ed on the hanging o f John Brown at 
Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in 1859. During

the Civil W ar, he fought with General 
Burnside and was seconded out of action 
with dysentery. For his work uncovering 
fraud among civilian suppliers of equip
ment to the Union Army, he won commen
dations from the War Department.

After the war, Henry Olcott was appoint
ed to head the commission that investigat
ed the assassination of President Lincoln. 
The testim ony he collected  from M ary 
Suratt, at whose boarding house John 
Wilkes Booth stayed, led to her conviction 
in the military court that tried the conspira
tors. Though Olcott later petitioned for 
clemency, Mrs. Suratt was the first woman 
hanged for a capital offense in American 
history.

In 1875, Colonel Olcott was com fort
ably ensconced in Manhattan, representing 
insurance companies for his law firm, writ
ing articles, joining his cronies at the Lotos 
Club, maintaining a wife and two children, 
and keeping a mistress. Still interested in 
spiritualism , he traveled to Chittenden, 
Vermont, where he’d learned that a “spook 
show” was to take place. Spirits had been 
reported to visit a farmhouse there, bring
ing messages to the faithful from the after- 
world.

It was at this Vermont farmhouse that 
O lcott first met M adame B lavatsky, a 
forty-two-year-old Russian aristocrat who 
had spent the previous twenty-five years 
traveling all over Europe, North Africa, 
and the Middle East as a spiritual seeker. 
Temporarily out of funds, she had found 
her way to Philadelphia, where she’d lived 
in a boarding house for factory girls and 
worked in a shop that manufactured cloth 
butterflies. But she was also holding 
sdances and cultivating wealthy American 
spiritualists. Though the colonel was no 
tycoon, he turned out to be a marvelous 
catch.

Henry Olcott was fascinated by the bril
liant, loquacious Russian lady with her 
tales of derring-do in far-off lands and her 
intimate knowledge of the spirit world. 
Within a year, he divorced his wife and set 
up house with M adame B lavatsky— a 
chaste relationship , according to their

records— in a M anhattan apartment that 
became known as “the Lamasery.” Here, 
amid statues of the Buddha, stuffed birds 
and snakes, overflowing bookshelves, pot
ted palms, and Victorian bric-a-brac, the 
Russian mystic held forth for audiences of 
professors, artists, writers, foreign emi
gres, and various Bohemians.

Colonel Olcott, a master organizer and 
persuasive orator, founded the Theosophi
cal Society along with Madame Blavatsky. 
The Society was—and still is—dedicated 
to studying world religions, investigating 
the occult sciences, and encouraging the 
form ation of an in ternational spiritual 
brotherhood of all peoples. Among the 
charter m em bers were the inventor 
Thomas Edison and the man credited (erro
neously) with founding the game of base
ball, General Abner Doubleday. Journal
ists were often invited to the Lamasery 
gatherings. The colonel knew the value of 
publicity, and Madame Blavatsky loved 
shocking the press with her pronounce
m ents. She became famous for causing 
“astral bells” to ring all over the apartment 
and for producing written communications 
that she said came from “the M asters.” 
These were wise semi-godlike beings who 
reputedly dictated large parts of her book, 
Isis U nveiled. She reported that they 
watched over the Theosophical movement 
clairvoyantly from their homes in Egypt 
and India.

Eventually a general loss of interest in 
sp iritualism  caused m em bership in the 
society to decline. In 1876, Colonel Olcott 
decided to merge the group with a large 
Hindu revivalist organization in Bombay, 
India. Later that year, he gave up his com
fortable cosm opolitan life and, together 
w ith M adame B lavatsky, set sail for 
A sia— never, as it turned out, to live in 
America again.

For more than three decades after leav
ing New York, Colonel O lcott traveled 
around India, Ceylon, and— following a 
rift with Madame Blavatsky in 1885—all 
over the world as a proselytizer for Theos
ophy and Buddhism. The rift was caused 
by a scandal: the British Society for Psy
chical Research investigated  M adame 
Blavatsky and issued a report—hotly con
tested by Theosophists to this day— that 
declared  her “one o f the m ost accom 
plished, ingenious, and interesting impos
tors in history.” Undeterred, she moved to 
England to w rite more books. Until her 
death in 1891, she continued to attract fol
low ers, including Annie Besant (who 
would later become a founder of the Indian 
National Congress) and the poet William 
Butler Yeats.

Some people— including the editors of 
The New York Times— believed that 
C olonel O lcott had helped M adame 
Blavatsky stage some of the miraculous 
events that brought her so much notoriety. 
But the SPR report cleared him of all com
plicity. Throughout his continuing travels, 
he spoke eloquently of the need for Asian 
peoples to revive their own ancient reli
gions and to resist the pernicious influence 
of Western culture.

This message won him great acclaim  
from Indian nationalists who were begin
ning to agitate against B ritish colonial
ism . A fter tak ing  his B uddhist vows, 
Olcott became even more popular among 
the Ceylonese people, whose religion and 
way o f life were being th reatened  by 
droves of Christian missionaries. During 
thirty-three visits to the island, Olcott led 
many protests against the colonial gov
ernm ent. He helped to devise a gaily- 
striped Buddhist flag, which can be seen 
flying over temples today. He wrote the 
first Buddhist catechism, still a standard 
tex tbook in many Sri Lankan schools. 
Often preaching from the back of a bul
lock cart in remote villages, the tall, gray- 
bearded A m erican becam e a much-

see Journey , page 11
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beloved figure all over the island.
According to his six-volume autobiog

raphy, Old Diary Leaves, Colonel Olcott 
became a faith-healer during one trip to 
Ceylon. He reported curing thousands of 
pa tien ts  o f various a ilm en ts by using 
“magnetized water” and “mesmeric heal
ing” techniques. These techniques includ
ed passing his hands near patients' afflic
tions and focusing his psychic energy into 
them. Then, at the height of his success, 
Olcott was ordered to stop the healing— 
by the M asters, he sa id — and never 
attempted it again.

M any, includ ing  m yself, have w on
dered who actually ordered the colonel to 
cease his B uddhist fa ith -healing . This 
period in the colonel’s life has never been 
adequately explained. My own guess is 
that Madame Blavatsky herself, worried 
that her chum was turning the Theosophi- 
cal m ovem ent into an A m erican-sty le  
m edicine show , penned the le tte r that 
urged O lcott to give up his charism atic 
activities.

• • •
Stephen Prothero tells us that O lcott’s 

brand of Buddhism was a “creolized,” or 
blended, faith based on a mixture of tradi
tional Buddhist beliefs and an American 
P ro testan t o rgan iza tional system . The 
au thor view s the co lo n e l’s m ission in 
Asia as an extension of his Puritan ances
to rs’ proselytizing zeal. It was also, he 
sta tes, an outcom e o f an upper-class 
W estern desire  to “u p lift” the w orld ’s 
m asses for the ir own good. M uch of 
Prothero’s book is taken up with discus
sions of the American origins of Olcott’s 
religious and political ideas. The Ameri- 
canness of Olcott’s spiritual philosophy is 
Prothero’s thesis (the book was originally 
a PhD dissertation at the Harvard Divini
ty School) and he argues it convincingly. 
Unlike many dissertations, his is written 
in clear, readable English.

Only one o ther life  o f  Henry Steel 
Olcott has been published, a Theosophi- 
cally-approved hagiography, Yankee Bea
con o f  Buddhist Light by Howard Mur- 
phet. Prothero’s book lacks his predeces
so r’s dram atic flair, but is obviously a 
much more scholarly work. It includes a 
thoughtful and detailed exam ination of 
O lco tt’s cultural roots and o f the influ
ence of his ideas in Asia. These discus
sions make The White Buddhist a valuable 
source for material about the spiritualist 
and T heosophical m ovem ents. But the 
book has some serious flaws.

In its p reface, P ro thero  w rites, “ I 
incurred debts to members of the Theo
sophical Society [at the Madras headquar
ters] who made my research in India both 
pleasant and productive.” He names the 
International President, Radha Burnier, as 
one of his benefactors. He also thanks the 
Society’s officers for allowing him to see, 
among other documents in the archives, 
the journals of Colonel Olcott.

I read these statem ents with a certain 
am ount o f suspicion. How im partial, I 
wondered, could a study of such a contro
versial subject be, if the research had been 
blessed by the present-day leaders of the 
organization Olcott had helped to found? 
W ould the au thor be able to give an 
o b jec tive  view  o f O lco tt’s and 
Blavatsky’s famous "miracles?”

Like Prothero, I’ve done research at the 
M adras headquarters, but unlike him, I 
was— on orders from  R adha B urnier— 
denied access to Colonel Olcott’s journals 
and all other docum ents in the archives 
except the th irty -th ree  volum es o f 
Madame Blavatsky’s scrapbook. I discov
ered that the society is extremely wary of 
outsiders—the officers knew immediately 
that I was not a true believer.

The a rtic le  I even tually  w rote for 
Smithsonian Magazine inspired more than 
forty outraged letters from Theosophists

Ordinary
all over America. What obviously offend
ed the faithful was my unwillingness to 
accept the total innocence of Henry Olcott 
and Helena Blavatsky in the controversies 
that often surrounded them. I’d given my 
opinion that Blavatsky probably indulged 
in som e sle igh t of hand tricks in her 
efforts to attract believers to the society. 
I ’d also suggested that O lcott may not 
have possessed psychic powers to cure 
people’s illnesses in Ceylon.

I hoped that Stephen Prothero, who’d 
been given access to O lco tt’s journals, 
would have something new and interest
ing to report about the question of the 
founders’ “m iracles.” Such claims war
rant serious discussion. Many religious 
innovators in history have used similar 
techniques to attract follow ers to their 
ideas. Like the spiritualists, many “New 
Age” practitioners of today suggest that 
they have paranormal powers.

But if the colonel had anything confi
dential to say about what he and his part
ner were up to in the 1870’s and 1880’s, 
his secrets rem ain safe w ith Stephen 
Prothero. The author determinedly refus
es to address in-depth questions about 
Olcott’s and Blavatsky’s reputedly mirac
ulous powers. When he mentions them at 
all, he is evasive about th e ir content, 
m eaning, and repercussions. And at 
tim es, he seem s to accept the 
T heosophists’ own line about the exis
tence of the Masters.

Discussing a letter that Olcott said he 
received from the Masters—commanding 
the colonel to leave New York for India— 
Prothero states: “Whether this command
ment resulted from the conjuring o f an 
impatient Blavatsky, from O lcott’s own 
desire to resolve his ambivalence, or from 
one of the M asters them selves, is not 
clear.”

Explaining O lcott’s curing mission in 
Ceylon, Prothero says: “His popularity 
became a burden and when, toward the 
end of 1883, the Masters handed down an 
order to stop the healing, Olcott happily 
complied.”

It’s hard to believe that Harvard awards 
doctoral degrees for such wooly scholar
ship.

Statem ents like the ones above make 
me wonder just how big a debt Prothero 
incurred to the Theosophical Society and 
its p resen t-day  officers. Is P rothero  a 
m em ber o f the society? Is he a true 
believer? He doesn’t say.

Another problem with the book is that, 
though Prothero discusses with some eru
dition Olcott’s contributions to a cultural 
exchange between the West and Asia, he 
makes few attempts to give a comprehen
sive view  o f the man, h im self. O lcott 
emerges as a stiff, rather dull character.

But O lcott’s autobiography, for all its 
autodidactic bombast, reveals the colonel 
as a bright, exuberant, highly complex 
man o f his tim es, a shrewd publicist, a 
tire less worker for an idealistic  cause. 
Often he was brave and resourceful, occa
sionally he was credulous and silly and 
pompous. But he was never, never dull. If 
he sometimes reported his activities with 
less than one hundred percent verisimili
tude, he told his tale as he evidently lived 
his life— with great bravado and dlan.

L ittle  o f the excitem ent o f  Colonel 
O lcott's spiritual quest reaches the pages 
of The White Buddhist. I t’s a useful and 
interesting book, for what it does accom
plish . But S tephen P rothero  evades 
important areas of Olcott’s life, and fails 
to give us a clear, insightful picture of the 
man who surely was one o f A m erica’s 
most notable and successful eccentrics.

Edward Hower's fourth novel. Queen of 
the Silver Dollar, will be published next 
fa ll. He is completing Shadows and Ele
phants, a novel about the adventures o f  
Colonel Henry Steel Olcott and Madame 
Helena Petrovna Blavatsky.
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ambiguous position on the Jewish Ques
tion. Most o f its members opposed anti- 
Semitic legislation even if many may have 
harbored anti-Jewish sentim ents. Those 
parties were democratically elected. If anti- 
Semitism was so enmeshed in the German 
psyche, how did that come to be?

Many scholars, most notably Ian Ker
shaw, Sarah Gordon, Otto Dov Kulke, and 
more recently David Bankier, have given a 
dramatically different portrait of German 
public opinion than Goldhagen does, even 
during the Nazi reign. Kershaw dem on
strates that, between 1929 and 1933, Hitler 
muted his anti-Semitic rhetoric in order to 
gain the support of the “respectable” mid
dle classes, and that again, between 1934 
and 1937, he played down his violent 
rhetoric against the Jews. Equally telling 
were the Nazi reports of the German pub
lic’s disturbed reaction to Kristallnacht in 
1938.

Many historians who have studied Ger
man public opinion during that time, have 
argued that most of the German public was 
“indifferent” to Nazi policies against the 
Jews. Goldhagen dismisses the notion of 
“indifference” as being meaningless in the 
face of Jewish persecution. But as David 
Bankier points out, indifference does not 
mean that the German population did not 
harbor prejudices against the Jews, but 
rather that “ordinary Germans knew how to 
distinguish between ordinary discrimina
tion... and the unacceptable horror of geno
cide.” The more news of genocide began to 
filter back, Bankier argues, the less the pub
lic wanted to be involved. O f course, 
“indifference” in the face of persecution is 
deplorable, and teachers of the Holocaust 
must discuss its dangers and analyze what 
prejudices indifference may hide. But con
sidering that it describes a general attitude 
after several years of intense propaganda, 
that same indifference allows for situation
al factors other than anti-Sem itism  to 
explain the silent as well as the active com
plicity of the German population.

Golhagen also fails to account for the 
attitudes of German Jews them selves 
before Hitler’s rise to power. From the time 
of their emancipation in the middle of the 
nineteenth century, could German Jews 
have been so blind, so grandly deluded to 
this surrounding hatred? It may well be true 
that German Jews idealized German culture 
and the degree of their acceptance into it, 
but not even Goldhagen can deny their 
rapid social and economic gains and the 
prom inent roles they played in German 
society. Indeed, a favorite topic of German 
rabbis for their Sabbath sermons was not 
anti-Semitism but the rate of intermarriage. 
By 1911, 13 percent of Jewish men and 10 
percent of Jewish women who married 
were marrying gentiles.

If we reject Goldhagen’s simplistic inter
pretation, then how do we explain the fact 
that ordinary Germans, and others, carried 
out the mass slaughter? Anti-Semitism is, 
of course, a necessary part of the explana
tion. It is difficult to imagine that most Ger
mans would have been “indifferent” to the 
legal persecution, deportation, and extermi
nation of any other major group in German 
society. The radical ideological anti-Semi
tism that Goldhagen discusses, however, 
explains more the motivation behind the 
policies and actions of the Nazi elite than it 
does the actions of most ordinary Germans. 
It is inconceivable that most ordinary Ger
mans, responding freely, would have con
sented to the forcible removal of Jews from 
Germany or their extermination in 1933, or 
even in 1939, after six years of intensive 
propaganda. But to dissent is another matter 
when it is the legitimate authorities who 
order and organize such policies.

Goldhagen wants to preserve the Holo
caust as a uniquely defining event in histo
ry and as the worst case of genocide. He 
apparently believes that other examples of

Volks
mass murder and genocide challenge this 
view and, anyway, are irrelevant. Germans 
hated Jews more than any other group of 
people hated another for ethnic, racial, or 
religious reasons in history. Period. As 
G oldhagen put it, “The cruelty to Jews 
stands out in the annals of human history 
for its wantonness, scope variety and inven
tiveness.” Whether Goldhagen is right or 
not in this assertion does not obviate the 
possibility  that factors other than anti- 
Semitism accounted for the brutal slaughter 
of Jews.

According to Goldhagen, “The notions 
that the perpetrators contributed to geno
cide because they were coerced, because 
they were unthinking, obedient executors 
of state orders, because of social-psycho
logical pressure, because of the prospects 
of personal advancement, or because they 
did not comprehend or feel responsible for 
what they were doing, owing to the putative 
fragmentation of tasks, can each be proven 
in quick order to be untenable.”

The question of obedience to orders or 
authority is more complicated than Goldha
gen’s easy dismissal of them. It is true, as 
both Browning and Goldhagen show, that 
the men of Battalion 101 were given the 
opportunity to refuse participation in the 
killings. Such refusal did not lead to recrim
inations against them by their superiors nor 
their com rades. Instead they were reas
signed to guard duty or to rounding up 
Jews. Therefore, the excuse frequently 
given after the war by these and other per
petrators that they were following orders 
and feared for their own lives was more 
rationalization than explanation for motiva
tion. Goldhagen and others have shown that 
no German was ever killed or severely pun
ished for refusal to participate in the 
killings. Still, it is extremely unlikely that 
other units were freely given an open, pub
lic choice the way that Major Trapp gave 
Reserve Police Battalion 101.

If fear for their lives for not following 
orders is an untenable explanation, there 
are important ways in which these perpetra
tors may have acted out of a sense of obey
ing what they perceived as legitim ate 
authority. As Browning has argued in his 
book and in reflections on Goldhagen’s 
book (See his article in The Chronicle o f  
Higher Education, Oct. 18, 1996, p. A72, 
and his “Review Essay” in History and  
M emory, Spring/Sum m er 1996, pp. 88- 
109), these and other perpetrators may be 
complying willingly with the perceived 
legitim acy— rather than the coercive 
power—of authority. That is, the perpetra
tors believed in the legitimacy of the gov
ernmental leaders who were making these 
policies and their commanders who were 
issuing orders. This may have had some
thing to do with specifically German cultur
al attitudes toward authority, but it also had 
much to do with the particular situations in 
which individuals found themselves. For 
example, in military-type units in wartime 
the authoritative weight of commanders is 
at its maximum, and the psychological 
capacity to question orders is at its mini
mum.

Drawing on the social-psychological 
research of Herbert Kelman and V. Lee 
Hamilton in Crimes o f Obedience: Toward 
a Social Psychology o f  A uthority  and  
R esponsibility  (Yale U niversity Press, 
1989) Browning asserts that a major reason 
for the willingness to comply was confor
mity. That is, people comply with orders 
because they identify  with the model 
behavior expected of them, in this case as 
soldier, policeman, or guard. They were 
supposed to be “tough” even when carrying 
out orders that were distasteful to them. 
Yes, they were given the opportunity to 
step aside, but this was not psychologically 
easy to do in the brief moment they were 
given to decide.

People, of course, also comply because 

continued on page 12
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they agree with the orders, that is, because 
they may have internalized the values of the 
state or commander issuing the orders. In 
this case, some may have hated and feared 
Jews and wanted to kill them from the out
set. Others may have partially internalized 
Nazi propaganda and therefore became 
indifferent to the fate of the Jews. Certain
ly, there were enthusiastic  killers who 
enjoyed and justified what they were doing, 
but we do not know them to have been in 
the majority.

Browning’s analysis of the perpetrators’ 
testimonies also suggests that the willing 
enthusiasm  of some of the executioners 
came only after having reluctantly partici
pated in the initial actions. Once perpetra
tors participated in these unspeakable atroc
ities, many of them may have internalized 
Nazi attitudes toward the Jews as a way of 
rationalizing, after the fact, their despicable 
actions.

Finally, we need to take account of the 
uninhibited violence of total war. Several 
scholars have noted the breakdow n of 
humane norms for the treatment of civilians 
and captured soldiers during World War I. 
The hitherto unimaginable destructiveness 
of modern weapons are said to have 
released restraining mechanisms among the 
soldiers, com m anders, and politicians 
directing the war. This was even more true 
with the Nazi invasion of Poland and then 
the Soviet Union during World War II. We 
should remember that the Germans first 
committed a form of genocide against the 
Polish elite in the fall and winter of 1939, 
before turning on the Jewish population. 
With the German invasion of the Soviet 
Union in the summer of 1941, all restraints 
were dropped. Killing “Bolsheviks” and 
partisans early on provided the cover for 
wholesale slaughter o f the Jews. Even if 
Goldhagen is right, that the German police 
battalions killed Poles and Russians with 
less relish than they killed Jews, the killing 
of Soviet and Polish Jews between the sum
mer of 1941 and the spring of 1943 needs to 
be understood within the context of this 
overall, unchained brutality.

C om parisons with non-G erm ans who 
participated in the mass extermination of 
Jews also raise questions about Goldha- 
gen’s thesis. Was German hatred for the 
Jews unique? Were other factors at play 
that help us understand why non-Germans 
also slaughtered Jews? Goldhagen claims 
that ordinary Danes or Italians would never 
have acted as the Germans did. Perhaps he 
is right. But Browning points out that 
Reserve Police Battalion 101 also included 
a contingent of young men from Luxem
bourg, which had been annexed to the 
Reich. None of the Luxembourgers were 
interrogated after the war, but according to 
at least one of the German witnesses, the 
Luxembourgers were present and partici
pated in almost every action. Sometimes, 
perhaps because of their youth and profes
sional police training in Luxembourg, they 
even acted as a kind of shock troop for the 
first company of Reserve Police Battalion 
101. In a memoir published in 1986, two of 
the Luxembourgers portray themselves as 
victims of German conscription and the 
horrors of war. They also claim to have 
cooperated with the Polish resistance. 
Tellingly, they never mention the Jewish 
actions they took part in. Was it because 
they behaved exactly like their German

comrades? If so, what explains their moti
vation?

Belorussians, Latvians, Lithuanians, and 
Ukrainians were the most prominent non- 
Germans who participated in the mass 
exterm ination of the Jews. They helped 
round up, guard, and murder tens of thou
sands of Soviet Jews. They were sometimes 
attached to the Einsatzgruppen, but many of 
the units were assigned to work directly

with the German Police Battalions. The par
ticipation of some ethnic peoples of the 
Soviet Union in the mass murder of Jews is 
difficult for these minorities to acknowl
edge. Survivors and some historians have 
charged them with spontaneous and inde
pendent massacres against the Jews even 
before the Nazis gained full authority. 
Many survivors even speak of the greater 
brutality and sadism of the Ukrainian, 
Lithuanian, and Latvian killers.

Local author Andrew Ezergailis shows 
that the Latvians were certainly as brutal 
and vicious toward the Jews as the Germans 
were. In his The Holocaust in Latvia, 1941- 
1944, Ezergailis tries to take a middle 
course between apology and condemnation 
of the Latvians. Using documentation from 
recently opened archives in Latvia and the 
Soviet Union, as well as reports from the 
German military and security police and 
accounts of survivors, Ezergailis gives us a 
comprehensive view of the Holocaust in 
Latvia. The book also includes many impor
tant if horrifying descriptions of the mass 
murders of Latvian Jews, much of this for 
the first time in English. Ezergailis also 
strains to be fair. But his book is unlikely to 
gain the status of a classic in the historiog
raphy of the Holocaust, not because its sub
ject is unimportant but because the book is 
so Filled with hedging, backtracking, repeti
tion, confusing organization and inelegant 
English that it is not always easy to tell 
exactly where Ezergailis stands. Still, he 
has something useful to tell us of the debate 
raised by Goldhagen and Browning.

Unlike many historians of the Baltic 
provinces, Ezergailis fully acknowledges 
Latvian collaboration in the massacre of 
Jews, but at the same time denies Nazi and 
Soviet propaganda and disinformation that 
the Latvians were eager to kill Jews, and did 
so spontaneously. Ezergailis convincingly 
argues that the Germans were in complete 
control of civilian authority and, therefore.

Latvia had little control over its own fate. 
He also gives substantial evidence to show 
that Germany’s policy to encourage indige
nous pogroms against the Jews failed 
(although he also acknowledges that this 
was not the perception of some survivors). 
The German Security police hoped to make 
their job  easier, and that of the German 
police battalions, by encouraging Latvians 
to do the dirty work on their own. In the

end, the Germans had to organize Latvian 
S.D. (security police) and regular police 
units to aid similar German units in comb
ing the countryside to kill Latvian Jews.

German propaganda also tried to conflate 
Jews with “Bolsheviks” and especially with 
Soviet commissars to make the killing of 
Jews more justifiab le  to the Latvians. 
Unfortunately, many Latvians fell into the 
trap. Ezergailis, however, repeatedly tries 
to set the record straight, arguing that the 
communists had no use for Jews, whom 
they considered Zionists, capitalists, social
ists or backwardly religious.

With conflicting evidence and contradic
tory argum ents, Ezergailis strains to 
demonstrate that ordinary Latvians in the 
Latvian police battalions (the Schutz- 
m annschaften), played only secondary 
roles in the killings. Made up o f street 
policem en, countryside constabularies, 
bridge guards, and some military units the 
police battalions “only” rounded up and 
guarded Jews, and rarely participated in 
mass shootings. On the other hand, the Lat
vian S.D. units, especially the notorious 
Arajs commando, named for Victor Bern
hards Arajs, killed at least 26,000 of the 
85,000 civilians who were murdered in 
Latvia in almost identical fashion to the 
German SS Einsatzgruppen and the police 
battalions.

But the distinction between the Schutz- 
mannschaften and the SD Arajs commando 
unit makes little difference when it comes 
to explaining their motivation. Explaining 
why these men participated in genocide is 
not one of the strengths of Ezergailis’ book. 
Perhaps he works too hard at trying to 
prove that most of the perpetrators, and Lat
vian society in general, had no history of 
virulent anti-Semitism. But both kinds of 
units were made up of what Browning and 
Goldhagen would have called “ordinary” 
men. The Latvian S.D. units seem to have 
been better connected, better educated and

middle class, while the Schutz/nannschaften 
came from humbler origins. Although both 
may have been affected by the intense Nazi 
propaganda that associated Jews with Bol
shevism and communist partisans, neither 
had undergone extensive ideological train
ing, unlike the German security police. 
Exceedingly modest in his conclusions (an 
alm ost refreshing quality, after reading 
Goldhagen), Ezergailis acknowledges that 
we cannot be certain of the Latvians’ moti
vation. Under questioning after the war, 
none of the men of the notorious Arajs com
mando testified that anti-Semitism was a 
factor in their actions against Jews. Of 
course, such testim onies may have been 
self-serving. In any event, Ezergailis finds 
no anti-Semitic background before the war 
in the leader of the commando. Most of the 
unit was made up of young men—soldiers, 
students, unem ployed workers, and an 
unusual number of athletes. In the wake 
first of the Soviet annexation, and then the 
Nazi invasion of Latvia, young Latvians 
were at loose ends, Ezergailis tells us, with 
time on their hands. They had lost their 
social m oorings. Arajs had no trouble 
attracting them to his unit, which started out 
by killing “communist” partisans, including 
adult and teenage male Jews, and then grad
uated to massacring women and children as 
well. Even if anti-Semitism played some 
role in the killings, Ezergailis insists that it 
was only one of many motivations, among 
them excitem ent, the possibility  to loot 
Jewish property, patriotism, resistance to 
communism, duty, and loyalty. The situa
tion of the Latvian killers is not identical to 
that of the Germans, but their actions were. 
If hatred of the Jews played an important 
role, and I would give it more credence than 
Ezergailis does, then German anti-Semitism 
was hardly unique. If German organization 
and pressure explains Latvian participation, 
then think how much more psychological 
pressure of compliance there was on ordi
nary Germans by their governm ent. But 
most likely, as Ezergailis suggests, a variety 
of factors explain Latvian participation.

• • •

Examining universal characteristics of 
human behavior and contextualizing or situ
ating the specific conditions of the killers 
does not exonerate them — they still had 
choices. N either does it m inim ize the 
importance of anti-Semitism, nor ignore the 
distinctive treatment given to the Jews dur
ing the Holocaust. Rather, universalizing 
our inquiry reminds us of our own all-too- 
human frailty, and guards us from simplis
tic explanations that find unique evil or 
hatred in one group of humankind. In 
speaking of the actions of perpetrators and 
victims, one of the most insightful writers 
on the H olocaust, Primo Levi, has cau
tioned us against the “manichean tendency, 
which shuns half tints and complexities.” 
Instead, as we try to understand the actions 
of the perpetrators and the victims, we have 
to rem em ber what Levi calls the “gray 
zone” and what Browning paraphrases as 
“the murky world of mixed motives, con
flicting emotions and priorities, reluctant 
choices, and self-serving opportunism and 
accommodation wedded to self-deception 
and denial—a world that is all too human.”
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Examining universal characteristics of human 
behavior and contextualizing or situating the 
specific conditions of the killers does not exon
erate them— they still had choices. Neither 
does it minimize the importance of anti-Semi
tism, nor ignore the distinctive treatment given 
to the Jews during the Holocaust. Rather, uni
versalizing our inquiry reminds us of our own 
all-too-human frailty, and guards us from sim
plistic explanations that find unique evil or 
hatred in one group of humankind.


