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1. From One Revisionism to Another 


I shall call "revisionism" the doctrine according to which the genocide practiced by Nazi Germany against Jews and Gypsies did not exist but is to be regarded as a myth, a fable, or a hoax.[1] I shall speak of "revisionism" in the absolute sense of the word, but there are also relative revisionisms of which I shall say a few words. 

The word itself has a history which is strange and would merit elaboration. The first modern "revisionists" were, in France, the partisans of a "revision" or judicial review of the trial of Alfred Dreyfus (1894), but the word was quickly turned around by their adversaries,[2] and that reversal should be considered as symptomatic. The word has subsequently taken on a meaning that is at times positive, at times negative, always implying the critique of a dominant orthodoxy. Bernstein and his friends were revisionists in relation to orthodox Marxists, and the term has been transmitted to the Maoists who use it to characterize their Soviet enemies. In relation to traditional Zionism, the disciples of Vladimir Jabotinsky, currently in power in Israel, were also "revisionists," as are the American historians who contest the officially and traditionally received version of the origins of the Cold War. 

The revisionists of Hitler's genocide, however, invoke as their predecessor, not without being partially justified, a different American historical school, which may be epitomized by the name of H. E. Barnes (1889-1968).[3] A "radical" historian and sociologist (in the American sense of the term), at least at the beginning of his career, an anti-imperialist and anticolonialist,[4] Barnes rose up against the historical orthodoxy that ascribed blame for World War I solely to the central European empires. Although not totalitarian, that orthodoxy was no less real in France and England than in the United States. The French "yellow book" of 1914 removed the most embarrassing episodes and occasionally resorted to out and out fraudulence, as in the case of its presentation of the Russian general mobilization (July 30, 1914) as following the Austro-Hungarian mobilization (July 31). During the war, for the first time, propaganda was employed in a massive way.[5] In both camps, historians entered the fray. In 1919, for example, an American historian published a collection significantly and paradoxically entitled Volleys from a Non-Combatant.[6] In the liberal world, the orthodoxy was not imposed as it was and had to be in the totalitarian world, but existed no less. In 1935, the French historian Jules Isaac, the author of well-known manuals for Lycée students, chose to submit as a thesis topic to the Sorbonne the Poincaré ministry (January 1912-January 1913), which, in the historiographical context of the day, would have raised the problem of Poincaré's responsibility in the origin of the war. The Sorbonne requested that "for reasons of appropriateness," the name of Poincaré not be mentioned in the subject description. Isaac refused that compromise and wrote to the Dean of the Faculté des Lettres: «If, 'for reasons of appropriateness,' the Faculté forbids me from mentioning the name of Poincaré in the title, 'for reasons of appropriateness' the Faculté can also ask me not to bring into full relief, in the course of my work, the personal role of Poincaré.»[7] What was true after the First World War remained true after the second. On December 22, 1950, President Truman addressed a convention of the American Historical Society and asked it to help him in implementing a federal historical curriculum for the fight against communism.[8] It was, to be sure, a matter of opposing lies with the truth, but is truth so easy to cast in federal terms? 

H. E. Barnes unfortunately was not satisfied with destroying the orthodoxy of the Entente and their American allies. He reversed it. His book, The Genesis of the World War,[9] discovered --or rather invented-- a "Franco-Russian plot which caused the war." He did not hesitate to "reveal," for example, that Jaurès was assassinated "by instigation of the Russian secret police."[10] Jules Isaac could say of him, with due moderation, that he was "audacious, and extremely capricious in his application of historical method."[11] 

Barnes's book still has a lesson for us. Addressing the French public, the patriarch of American revisionism invoked the Dreyfus Affair; by recalling the example of the Affair, he ends up whitewashing Germany entirely of any responsibility in the genesis of the world conflict --which is as absurd as the opposite thesis.[12] The Affair was thus a reference, and as paradoxical as it may seem, it would remain so for a number of revisionists of the Nazi genocide.[13] 

It is in fact a valid point of reference, but in an entirely different sense. Hannah Arendt quite properly saw in it one of the first stages of the genesis of modern totalitarianism.[14] Mutatis mutandis, the evidence for Dreyfus's guilt, despite the "proof" that flooded the case and which the anti-Dreyfusards strained to turn around, remains, for the anti-Dreyfusard core, as central a dogma as the innocence of Hitler, accused of genocide, is for the revisionist of today. The exculpation of Hitler in the name of Dreyfusard values, and with the obstinacy of the most narrow-minded nationalists, is a modern refinement worthy of interest. 

The Dreyfus Affair, the struggle against the nationalist versions of the 1914-1918 war,[15] the struggle against the "lies" of the Second World War, and against the greatest of all "lies," Hitler's genocide, that "hoax of the twentieth century":[16] such are the three elements that allow one to grasp the "good conscience" of the revisionists and particularly of the "radical" or "gauchiste" revisionists, of Paul Rassinier and Jean-Gabriel Cohn-Bendit.[17] Rassinier's case is quite remarkable: a socialist, a pacifist who was nonetheless in the Resistance, a deportee, he is the true father of contemporary revisionism. 

Rassinier, with a kind of obstinacy whose enigmatic character one is hard put to dispel!, remained faithful within that absolute novelty, the world of the concentration camps, to the lesson of 1914. If he described his experience in all its details, worked to conceptualize and thematize it, it was not in order to convey it, but rather to reduce its experiential character, cleansing it of all that seemed repetitious in it. He did not magnify the SS out of fascination or by virtue of who knows what masochism. He banalized them with the sole aim of fitting one war into the other, and of crediting the behavior of all concerned --that of the victim and that of the executioner, that of the German soldiers and that of their adversaries-- to the account of a common "unreasonable abjection."[18] 

Denying --for a long time in isolation-- the Hitlerian genocide, Rassinier took himself simultaneously for Romain Rolland "above the melee" in 1914 and Bernard Lazare, the solitary fighter for truth and justice in 1896. His example would influence H. E. Barnes and would contribute to the transition from the older revisionism to the modern variety.[19] It was necessary to reconstitute this context, and we shall attempt to delineate it with greater precision. Need we, however, refute the "revisionist" theses, and specifically the most characteristic of them, the negation of the Hitlerian genocide and its preferred instrument, the gas chamber? At times it has seemed necessary to do so.[20] Such will certainly not be my intention in these pages. In the final analysis, one does not refute a closed system, a total lie that is not refutable to the extent that its conclusion has preceded any evidence.[21] It was once necessary to prove that the Protocols of the Elders of Zion was a fabrication. As Hannah Arendt has said, if so many believed the document to be authentic, "the historian's job is no longer [only] to detect the hoax. Nor is his task to invent explanations concealing the essential historical and political fact: a forgery was believed in. That fact is more important than the (historically speaking, secondary) fact that one was dealing with a forgery."[22]
2. On Myths of War and the Advance of Truth 


Propaganda, or, bourrage de crâne, "skull-cramming," as it was called during the war of 1914-1918; propaganda and bourrage de crâne during the war of 1939-1945. The great Hitlerian slaughter is placed on the same level as the "children with their hands cut off" of 1914; we would quite simply be dealing with a maneuver of psychological warfare. That central theory of "revisionism" has the merit of recalling for us two fundamental elements of the world conflict. On the whole, Allied propaganda made very little use of the great massacre in its psychological war against Nazi Germany. In general, information about the genocide, when it began to filter through (which was quite early on), encountered huge obstacles, not the least of which was --precisely-- the precedent of 1914-1918. In a sense it may be said that the first "revisionists," and there were a number of Jews among them, had been recruited during the war in the intelligence agencies of the Allied powers. All this, for example, has been established beyond refutation in a recent work by Walter Laqueur.[23] 

In the flow of information coming from the occupied territories were to be found the true, the less true, and the false. The general meaning of what was occurring left no doubt, but as far as the modalities were concerned, there were frequently grounds for hesitating between one version and another. Concerning the camp at Auschwitz, for example, it was not until April 1944, following a number of escapes, that it became possible to establish a firsthand description --which proved remarkably precise-- of the extermination process. Those "protocols of Auschwitz" were to be made public by the American War Refugee Board only in November 1944.[24] Starting in May 1944, the deportation and massacre of Hungarian Jews constituted events announced by the Allied and neutral press virtually on a daily basis.[25] 

I spoke of the "true" and the "false." That simple opposition accounts rather inadequately for what occurred. From errors concerning architectural form to confusions about distances and numbers, all kinds of imprecision existed, as did a number of phantasms and myths. But they did not exist in isolation, like some creation sui generis or "rumor," a hoax hatched by a specific milieu, such as the New York Zionists.[26] They existed as a shadow projected by --or prolonging-- reality.[27] Consider as well that the most direct and authentic reports, when they arrived at Allied intelligence services, needed to be deciphered, since they were written in the coded language of the totalitarian systems, a language that most often could not be fully interpreted until the end of the war. 

We shall give an example of both these phenomena, starting with the second. British secret services had deciphered the codes used by the Germans for their internal communications. Among the police documents that came to be known in this manner there were statistics: entries and exits of human raw material for a certain number of camps, including Auschwitz, between the spring of 1942 and February 1943. One of the columns indicating "departures by any means" was interpreted to mean death. But there was no mention in such texts of gassings.[28] Thanks to an official Polish publication, we are quite familiar with this kind of document. For instance, this statistic entered on October 18, 1944 in the women's camp at Birkenau, which adds up various "departures" diminishing the number of those enrolled in the camp: natural death, transit, and "special treatment," which was subsequently deciphered as meaning gassing.[29] 

One of the crucial documents discussed in Laqueur's book[30] is a telegram sent from Berne to London, on August 10, 1942, by G. Riegner, the secretary of the World Jewish Congress. That telegram, written on the basis of information conveyed by a German industrialist, announced that there were plans at Hitler's headquarters to assemble all of Europe's Jews "to be at one blow exterminated." Among the means studied: prussic acid. There is a remarkable share of error and myth in the document. The decision to proceed with exterminations had been taken months before; the use of prussic acid (Zyklon B), which was inaugurated in September 1941 for Soviet war prisoners, had been common at Auschwitz since the spring of 1942, and the utilization of gas obviously contradicts the notion of an extermination in a single blow, which would have required a nuclear weapon, and which did not exist at the time. In Freudian terms, we may say that there was a condensation and displacement of information. 

But a condensation of what? One of the most remarkable debates provoked among historians by Hitler's extermination policy pitted Martin Broszat against Christopher Browning in the same German scholarly journal.[31] 

Refuting a semi-revisionist book by the British historian David Irving,[32] which had exonerated Hitler --in favor of Himmler-- of responsibility for the great slaughter, Broszat saw in the "final solution," which was indeed an extermination, something that was partially improvised and developed, as it were, on a case-by-case basis. To which Browning responded that the information communicated by Hoess (according to Himmler) and by Eichmann (according to Heydrich) had to be taken quite seriously:[33] it was during the summer of 1941 that Hitler took the decision to exterminate the Jews. That such an order, communicated to a few individuals, and having begun in quick order to be executed, should become through condensation the "one blow" of Riegner's telegram is not at all implausible. 

But how would one not also insist on the crucial role of different phases in a process developing in time, phases concerning which Broszat has contributed important clarifications? Various phases or stages included: the model ghetto at Theresienstadt and the "family camp" at Auschwitz; the ghettos with their privileged social strata, whose members believed they would escape, by virtue of those privileges, a common fate that they helped to implement; at the very sites of extermination, the situation of those who were not selected for the gas chamber. Only gradual phases or stages of every sort allowed the extermination policy to be pursued with relative smoothness. All these stages of a process, these phases of a murder serve as so many arguments for the revisionists. Because Jewish weddings were celebrated at Maidanek, near Lublin, it will be pretended that the camps were, if need be, places of rejoicing.[34] But who does not perceive that such phases were the temporal and social conditions necessary for the proper functioning of the killing? 

3. That There Are Several Abodes . . . 


Revisionism is to be found in multiple and various forms: tracts, "scholarly" volumes, common propaganda, mimeographed pamphlets, apparently distinguished journals, video cassettes. Examining a collection of such documents on the shelves of a library,[35] noting the number of translations of a single text,[36] reading the numerous scholarly references to newspapers or to obscure volumes, one has the impression of a single vast international enterprise. Such a conclusion may be excessive, although undeniably there exists in California the center of a revisionist International, which receives and distributes all this literature.[37] There is nothing surprising about all this: it is simply the result of the planetary circulation of information and the dominant position of the United States in the world market.[38] In point of fact, the "information" is often disseminated, on very different levels, by the same individuals. Take the case of Dietlieb Felderer, who was born at Innsbruck in 1942, moved to Sweden, is a Jehovah's Witness, and thus belongs, through conversion, to a group that was persecuted, but not exterminated, during the Hitler period.[39] A collaborator of the Journal of Historical Review, a periodical with scientific pretentions,[40] he also publishes --in Täby, Sweden-- a truly obscene anti-Semitic mimeographed periodical, Jewish Information,[41] distributes numerous tracts, and organizes (theoretically each summer) "revisionist" trips to Poland. Taking such new-style tourists to Auschwitz or the remains of Treblinka and explaining to them that nothing very serious happened there is, all the same, a rather unprecedented idea, and surely furnishes a number of exceptionally piquant sensations. Revisionism occurs at the intersection of various and occasionally contradictory ideologies: Nazi-style anti-Semitism, extreme right-wing anticommunism, anti-Zionism, German nationalism, the various nationalisms of the countries of eastern Europe, libertarian pacifism, ultra-left-wing Marxism. As may be easily anticipated, these doctrines at times appear in a pure state, and at others --and even most frequently-- in alloyed form. Let us give a few rather unfamiliar examples. A Hungarian publishing firm in London has brought out, in addition to an English translation of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a book entitled The World Conquerors, in which, through a remarkable reversal, it is explained that the real war criminals of World War II were the Jews.[42] The book is also violently anticommunist, accusing all Hungarian communists, and even all Spanish communists of being Jews. Such a reversal is characteristic of this ideology. In The Jew Süss (1940), it was the Jews who were the torturers. 

Whereas traditional (Maurrassian) French anti-Semitism tends to be pro-Israeli, all revisionists are resolute anti-Zionists. Some make the transition from anti-Zionism to anti-Semitism, which is the case for a certain extreme left.[43] Others follow the same path in the other direction. The absolute necessity of anti-Zionist discourse for revisionism is easy to explain. It is a matter of anticipating the creation of the state of Israel. Israel is a state that employs violent means of domination. That being the case, by proceeding as though such an entity already existed in 1943, it is possible to overlook the fact that the Jewish communities were unarmed. Pressing things to an extreme, one can even explain Nazism as a (no doubt phantasmatic) creation of Zionism.[44] 

Once that is established, German nationalism can very well be combined with the defense of Arab positions.[45] There is a Palestinian revisionism that has, moreover, a number of staunch adversaries,[46] There are also, even in Israel, several Judeo-revisionists, though they appear to be quite few in number.[47] 

Generally speaking, the thematic of all these works, and particularly those inspired by (old- or new-style)[48] German national socialism, is quite impoverished. One has the sense that all these volumes are pre-programmed, that their pages pile up without contributing anything new. The reader regularly relearns the same facts: that the Jews declared war on Hitler's Germany as of 1933, as is infallibly documented in some obscure journal or another from the Midwest;[49] that the losses they endured during the war and which, moreover, were quite moderate, were solely due to the random effects of the partisan resistance effort; that there were no extermination facilities; that deaths in the camps were due almost exclusively to typhus. I shall limit myself here to observing a point of method and to pointing out several deviations. 

It is a fundamental practice of revisionism to refuse to distinguish between words and reality. During the world war, there were declarations by Allied leaders directed at the Germans that were horrendous, as well as acts that were no less so and that constitute war crimes in every sense of the term. But it is striking to observe that the revisionists, although they mention these acts (the bombing of Dresden, the dramatic evacuation of Germans from regions becoming Polish or becoming Czechoslovakian again, etc.), always put the accent on rather hysterical texts, smacking of the crudest wartime racism and which never even began to be applied. Since one Theodore Kaufmann, who is baptized for the occasion a personal adviser to Roosevelt, published a wartime pamphlet entitled Germany Must Perish, predicting the sterilization of the Germans, that pamphlet is placed on the same level as the speeches of Hitler and Himmler, which had every chance of being implemented.[50] 

Nadine Fresco has suggestively compared the revisionist method with a well-known Freudian joke, that of the kettle:[51] "A borrowed a copper kettle. Upon its return, B complains that the kettle has a big hole, making it unusable. Here is A's defence: '1. I never borrowed the kettle from B. 2. The kettle had a hole in it when I borrowed it from B. 3. I returned the kettle in perfect condition."' 

There are numerous examples. Concerning the "Wannsee agreement" (January 20 1942), which shows a number of functionaries at work on the "final solution," it will simultaneously be said --or suggested-- that since it is unsigned, it is hardly a trustworthy document, and that it contains nothing very surprising.[52] A kind of record is reached on the subject of Himmler's secret speeches, in which the theory and practice of mass murder are set forth with relatively little dissimulation.[53] It will be claimed simultaneously that these texts, published under a title not agreed to by their author, have been tampered with, that words that are not present in the original have been interpolated (such as umbringen, "to kill," which no doubt has replaced some other term, such as "to evacuate") and that their meaning is in fact benign: the extermination of Judaism (Ausrottung des Judentums) is not the extermination of the Jews.[54] But the joke about the kettle may be extended beyond Freud. Why wouldn't A say: I was the one who loaned the kettle to B, and it was in perfect condition. There is an entire literature proving that the true murderers of the Jews and above all of the Germans were Jews: Jewish kapos, Jewish partisans, etc. The collective murder, which never took place, was thus fully justifiable and justified.[55] 

This is a transcending, through excess, of the revisionist norm. There are also transcendences through lack. The British historian David Irving believes that the final solution was elaborated by Himmler and kept secret from Hitler, despite a formal order, given by the German chancellor in November 1941, not to exterminate the Jews.[56] 

4. On an Explosive Mixture 


Let us return to the geography of revisionism and raise the question of its political and intellectual bearing. I do not dispose of all the necessary elements, and the few hypotheses I shall formulate are of necessity tentative and schematic. Several markers can nevertheless be established. Two countries dominate --by far-- revisionist production: Germany and the United States. In the first, such books are numerous and enjoy a certain success if one may judge from the reprintings a number of them have gone through. They are tightly bound to a specific milieu: an extreme right-wing that sees itself as heir to Nazism and dreams of its rehabilitation. 

Revisionism in the strict sense has not won any adepts in the extreme or ultra-left, or very few. Small terrorist groups, to be sure, have made the transition from anti-Zionism and aid to the Palestinian liberation movement to outright anti-Semitism, but without invoking the revisionist argument.[57] The declaration of the German terrorist Ulrike Meinhof is often quoted: "Six million Jews were killed and thrown onto the dungheap of Europe because they were money-Jews (Geldjuden ).[58] Reading that statement in context, one sees that it is but a variation on the theme of Bebel's formula: "Anti- Semitism is the socialism of fools." It remains that a transition is possible and has occasionally occurred. 

In the United States, revisionism is above all the specialty of a Californian group, W. A. Carto's Liberty Lobby, which draws on venerable and solid anti-Semitic, anti-Zionist, and anti-black traditions and also draws --or attempts to-- on the nationalism of Americans of Germanic origin.[59] It does not appear that gestures toward libertarians, despite the patronage of H. E. Barnes, have met with much success.[60] In academic and intellectual circles, a work like Arthur Butz's is almost completely unknown.[61] 

In several countries, on the contrary, revisionism is the specialty not of the racist and anti-Semitic extreme right, but of several groups of individuals coming from the extreme left. This is the case in Sweden following the intervention on Robert Faurisson's behalf of the extreme left-wing sociologist Jan Myrdal, whose intervention was on behalf not merely of the man but, in part, of his ideas;[62] in Australia, following the action of the former secretary of the Victorian Council for Civil Liberties, John Bennett;[63] and even in Italy, where a small Marxist libertarian group invokes its debt to Paul Rassinier.[64] 

And yet it is the French case that seems the most interesting and complex. Let us observe first of all this curious fact: to the extent that the international press has dealt with the revisionist problem, discussion, over the last three years, has centered on the case of Robert Faurisson. It was on his behalf that Noam Chomsky wrote a text that served as a preface to one of his books;[65] and it was on the basis of his "theses" that newspapers the world over, in Germany as in America, published the most detailed analyses.[66] This observation is all the more surprising in that in those two countries there were and still are revisionists of greater stature than Faurisson. 

Not that his revisionism was of a particularly daunting sort. His originality has consisted in posing the problem on a strictly technical level. And even in that domain, he owes a lot to Butz. Certain of his formulations that provoked scandals were in reality mere translations or adaptations of German texts.[67] 

To be sure, Faurisson's social status, that of a university professor in a large city, in a country in which such credentials afford one access to the media more readily than elsewhere; his native talent for scandal, which is longstanding; the lawsuits brought against him;[68] and the presentation of his work by an honorable sociologist, Serge Thion,[69] have all played a role. It is equally remarkable that whereas in England, the country that invented freedom of the press, revisionists have not had access to the popular press,[70] in France, in certain liberal or libertarian dailies (Le Monde, Libération ), there have appeared the rudiments of a debate, with the reader occasionally being left with the impression that he is dealing with two equally valid positions between which one might very well hesitate.[71] 

Like other countries, France has always known --and still does know-- a neo-Nazi tendency, symbolized by Maurice Bardèche and his journal, Défense de l'Occident, and recently revived by the New Right. Revisionist themes were featured in it very early on.[72] With Paul Rassinier (1906-1967), a communist, then a socialist, a deportee to Buchenwald and to Dora, a lifelong anticolonialist, but a friend of Bardèche and a writer for Rivarol, we are dealing with something else: the alliance of a pacifist and libertarian extremist left and an unabashedly Hitlerian extreme right.[73] Anti-Semitism, intimately connected, in this case, with anti-Zionism, constitutes the bridge between the two. That alliance would be renewed in the next generation through the dissemination accorded revisionist positions in general and Faurisson's positions in particular by the Marxist group La Vieille Taupe and several adjacent ones (La Guerre Sociale, La Jeune Taupe, etc).[74] 

What is the political aim of this group, an aim in large part facilitated by the sacralization of the Jewish people over a period of several decades, by the belated remorse that gripped the West afer the discovery of the great slaughter, and consequently by the protection the Israeli venture has enjoyed --even in its most debatable aspects? The central theme is perfectly clear: it is a matter of shattering the antifascist consensus resulting from the Second World War and sealed by the revelation of the extermination of the Jews. To the mind of the extreme left, the importance of Nazi crimes should be diminished and the guilt of the West and of the communist world augmented in order to reveal a common oppression.[75] 

What would be needed, in brief, would be to change enemies. Is this completely unprecedented? Such ideologies have roots in France. At the end of the nineteenth century, the liberal consensus united peasants, workers, and bourgeois republicans in a common hostility to the "feudal" landholding aristocracy. Edouard Drumont, the author of La France juive [Jewish France ], who was a great man and an important sociologist in the eyes of more than one socialist,[76] also proposed a shift of enemies: no longer the lord's castle, with its torture chambers, but the mysterious lair where the Jew developed his riches with Christian blood. And he lashed out at official history: "The French historical school," wrote Drumont, "once again has passed by all this without seeing it, despite investigatory techniques it claims to have invented. It paused naively before dungeons that, according to Viollet-le-Duc himself, were latrines, before in-pace that were cellars; it did not enter the mysterious sacrificarium, the den more bloody than Bluebeard's, in which the childlike victims of Semitic superstition lie bloodless, their veins parched."[77] A strange alliance indeed . . . 

5. On the Nations and Israel 


Just as the ancient city-states set up "treasures" at Delphi and Olympia that expressed their rivalry in the cult of Apollo and Zeus, the nations victimized by Hitler --or at least certain of them-- have erected pavilions at Auschwitz recalling the misfortune befalling their citizens. Misfortunes also know competition. Among those pavilions, incongruously, there is a Jewish pavilion. For lack of an underwriting authority, it was erected by the Polish government and proclaims above all the martyrology of Poland.[78] 

A word should be said at this point about these "practices," specifically about those nations of eastern Europe from which the immense majority of the Jews who were murdered came and that currently constitute "socialist" Europe. It goes without saying that "revisionism" is totally banned there. But history? Let us simply say a few words --after a necessarily brief investigation-- about historiography in three socialist countries: the U.S.S.R., because of the leading role it has within the system and because its armies liberated Auschwitz; the German Democratic Republic, in so much as it is heir to part of the territory and population of the national socialist state; and finally Poland, be cause it was on its territory that a majority of the exterminations took place.[79] 

To my knowledge, there is, in the strict sense, no Soviet historiography of the genocide of the Jews. A few books or booklets, either reports or propaganda, were published at the time of victory.[80] The study of the German concentration camps appears to have been quite rudimentary --for reasons that seem obvious-- and the only volume in Russian on Auschwitz I was able to locate was translated from the Polish and published in Warsaw.[81] 

To be sure, The History of the Great Patriotic War (1941-1945) by Boris Tepulchowski, which passes as being representative of post-Stalinist Soviet historiography, mentions the gas chambers and the extermination as it was practiced at Auschwitz, Maidanek, and Treblinka, but the victimized populations do not include the Jews, whereas the murder of six million Polish citizens is mentioned. Two lines explain that the entire Jewish population on occupied Soviet soil was exterminated.[82] A Jewish nationality exists in the Soviet Union, but it is in some respects a negative nationality. Such is the situation reflected in Soviet historiography. 

The case of the German Democratic Republic is rather different. According to official ideology, there has been an absolute break with the capitalist and Nazi period. Anti- Semitism and the exterminations are a legacy that must not be assumed in any manner whatsoever, neither by paying reparations to Israel, nor by sending a head of government to kneel at the site of the Warsaw ghetto. It is believed in East Berlin that the Federal Republic, on the contrary, should assume the heritage of Hitler's Germany, and for a long time, there was a pretence of believing that it was a continuation of it. The result is that studies of the extermination, although far from nonexistent as is sometimes erroneously claimed,[83] are to a great degree instrumental and are a reaction less to the imperatives of knowledge and historical reflection than to the need to complete and rectify what is being written or done in the Federal Republic or to engage its leaders in polemics.[84] 

The revisionists appear not to have commented on a small but significant fact: although Poland, since the end of the war, has endured several political earthquakes, which have led to considerable emigration, including an emigration of militant nationalists not normally known for any excessive tenderness toward either the Jews or the communists (who, in revisionist ideology, were the first great fabricators of the "lie" of the extermination), there has not been a single Pole who has come forth to contribute anything to the revisionist cause. 

In fact, the history of the death camps is in large part based on works published in Poland, through either documents reproduced in the Auschwitz Museum series, works of the Polish Commission on War Crimes, or volumes of the Jewish Historical Institute of Warsaw. 

Obviously, such literature is in need of periodic correction. Polish nationalism, which is by tradition violently anti-Semitic, combined with Communist censorship, has intervened on numerous occasions. It is frequently the case that publications attach greater importance to the anti-Polish repression, which was ferocious, than to the extermination of the Jews. There is also frequently a posthumous naturalization as Poles of Jews, a naturalization that occurred only rarely during the period in question.[85] 

One nationalism can detect with relative ease the deformations due to another nationalism. The Polish historiography of the genocide and, in general, of the occupation period is taken quite seriously by Israeli historiographers, is debated, at times condemned, and that confrontation is a reflection of the great Judeo-Polish drama.[86] 

There is certainly not an Israeli historiography. A glance at the collection entitled Yad Vashem Studies, for example, reveals that it is shot through with tensions and is capable of integrating work from abroad; at times not without resistance. The great syntheses coming from the Diaspora, those of G. Reitlinger and R. Hilberg, and fundamental discussions such as Hannah Arendt's have been greeted with attacks of great violence. Among the more delicate points: the questions of Jewish "passivity," of Jewish collaboration (the collaboration of the rope and the hanged man), of the nationality of Hitler's Jewish victims, of the unique character of the slaughter, and finally that of the "banality of evil," which Hannah Arendt opposed to the demonization of Eichmann and his masters.[87] These are genuine problems raised by the writing of history. Between a historiography that insists, to the point of absoluteness, on specificity, and one straining to integrate the great massacre into the movement and trends of history, which is not always a matter of course, the clash can only be violent.[88] But, concerning Israel, can one limit the debate to history? The Shoah (Holocaust) exceeds it, first, by virtue of the dramatic role it played in the very origins of the state, then by what must indeed be called the daily use made of the great slaughter by the Israeli political class.[89] The genocide of the Jews abruptly ceases being a historical reality, experienced existentially, and becomes a commonplace tool of political legitimation, brought to bear in obtaining political support within the country as well as in pressuring the Diaspora to follow unconditionally the inflections of Israeli policy. Such is the paradox of a use that makes of the genocide at once a sacred moment in history, a very secular argument, and even a pretext for tourism and commerce.[90] 

Need it be said that among the perverse effects of this instrumentalization of the genocide, there is a constant and adroitly fueled confusion of Nazi and Arab hatreds? 

No one can expect the years 1939-1945 to fall into place in the (not always) peaceful realm of medieval charters and Greek inscriptions, but their permanent exploitation toward extremely pragmatic ends deprives them of their historical density, strips them of their reality, and thus offers the folly and lies of the revisionists their most fearsome and effective collaboration. 

6. History after Auschwitz 


In concluding, can we attempt to state the test to which revisionism puts the historian? Meditating, after the war, on the theme of "negative dialectics," Adorno wondered to what extent it was possible to "think" after Auschwitz. What the Lisbon earthquake had been for Voltaire and the grave of theodicy for Leibniz, the genocide was --a hundredfold-- for the generation that lived through it: "With the massacre by administrative means of millions of individuals, death became something which had never previously had to be feared in that form.... Genocide is the absolute integration, everywhere underway, in which men are levered, trained, to use the military term, until, fused with the concept of their utter inanity, they are literally exterminated.... Absolute negativity is foreseeable; it no longer surprises anyone."[91] Absolute negativity? Does such a concept have any meaning for a historian? Auschwitz has become a symbol, which it was not immediately after the war[92] --the symbol of an enormous silence. But even that symbol can be challenged. Auschwitz juxtaposed an extermination camp (Birkenau), a work camp (Auschwitz I, and a factory-camp for the production of synthetic rubber (Auschwitz III Monowitz). The site of absolute negativity would rather be Treblinka or Belzec, although one can always conceive a crime more absolute than another.[93] A historian, by definition, works in relative terms, and that is what makes any apprehension of revisionist discourse so difficult for him. The word itself has nothing shocking about it for a historian: he instinctively adopts the adjective as his own. If he is shown that there was no gas chamber functioning at Dachau, that The Diary of Anne Frank, as it has been published in various languages, raises problems of coherence if not of authenticity, or that Krema I, that of the Auschwitz camp, was reconstructed after the war by the Poles,[94] he is prepared to yield. 

Events are not things, even if reality possesses an irreducible opaqueness. A historical discourse is a web of explanations that may give way to an "other explanation,"[95] if the latter is deemed to account for diversity in a more satisfactory manner. A Marxist, for instance, will attempt to argue in terms of capitalist profitability, and will wonder whether simple destruction in gas chambers can or cannot be made to enter easily into such an interpretative framework. Depending on the case, he will either adapt the gas chambers to Marxism or suppress their existence in the name of the same doctrine.[96] The revisionist enterprise, in its essence, does not, however, appear to me to partake of that quest for an "other explanation." What must be sought in it is rather that absolute negativity of which Adorno spoke, and that is precisely what the historian has such a hard time understanding. At stake is a gigantic effort not even to create a fictive world, but to eradicate from history an immense event. 

In this order of thought, it must be admitted that two revisionist books, Arthur Butz's The Hoax of the Twentieth Century and Wilhelm Stäglich's Der Auschwitz Mythos, represent a rather remarkable success: that of the appearance of a historical narrative, better still, of a critical investigation, with all the external features defining a work of history, except for what makes it of any value: truth. 

One can, to be sure, search out and find precedents for revisionism in the history of ideological movements. Under the Restoration, for pedagogical reasons, did not the Reverend Father Loriquet delete the Revolution and the Empire from the history he taught his pupils? But that was no more than "legitimate" deception, which, as we know from Plato on, is an inseparable part of education --an innocent game in relation to modern revisionisms 

To be sure, if I can speak at this point of absolutes, it is because we are dealing with pure discourse, not reality. Revisionism is an ancient practice, but the revisionist crisis occurred in the West only after the widespread broadcast of Holocaust, that is, after the turning of the genocide into a spectacle, its transformation into pure language and an object of mass consumption.[97] There lies, I believe, the point of departure for considerations that will, I hope, be pursued by others than myself. 
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82. I quote the German translation introduced and annotated by A. Hillgruber and H. A. Jacobsen: B. S. Telpuchowski, Die Sowjetische Geschichte des Grossen Vaterländischen Krieges (1941-1945) (Frankfurt: Bernard et Graefe, 1961); on the Jews, cf. p. 272, on the camps, see pp. 422-424. The German publishers do not mention the author's discretion concerning the genocide of the Jews even though their introduction and notes are quite critical. A few years later a narrative of the campaign of 1944-1945 was published: 1. Konev et al., La Grande Campagne libératrice de l'armée soviétique (Moscow: Editions du progrès, 1975); on p. 71, there is discussion of "the gigantic extermination factory" of Auschwitz, with absurd statistics, but no mention of the Jews. For further details, see S. Friedländer, "De l'antisémitisme à l'extermination: Esquisse historiographique et essai d'interprétation," L'Allemagne nazie, pp. 13-38. 

83. M. Broszat writes in "Holocaust und die Geschichtswissenschaft," Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 27 (1979):285-298 (see pp. 294-295), that the Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft in East Berlin, between 1953 and 1972, published a sum total of one article on the subject, in 1961, p. 1681, and that this was merely a review of works published in the West. This is not quite exact: see, for example, in 1962, pp. 954-957, the review of a Polish book; in 1963, pp. 794-796, the review of the series Hefte con Auschwitz; in 1964, pp. 5-27, L. Berthold's article on fascist terrorism in Germany and its victims, etc. But it is true that research articles are rare --incommensurate in quality and quantity with those published in Munich-- and that a polemical accent against West Germany is characteristic; one study delves deeply into East German historiography on the subject and has the great merit of distinguishing among various chronological sequences; K. Kwist, "Historians of the German Democratic Republic on Anti-Semitism and Persecution," Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook XXI (1976):173-198; 1 owe this reference to Saul Friedländer. 

84. See, for example, F. K. Kaul and J. Noack, Angeklagter Nr. 6. Eine Auschwitz-Dokumentation (Berlin: Akad. Verlag, 1966), which deals with complementary documentation concerning one of the defendants, Pery Broad, in the Auschwitz trial in Frankfurt. 

85. I have given several examples of these qualities and deficiencies of Polish historiography in "A Paper Eichmann," supra, pp. 22, 26-27. 

86. For incidental information concerning the Polish works (of the historians K. Iranek-Osmecki of London and C. Luczak of Poznan in particular), see the articles of S. Krakowski, "The Slaughter of Polish Jewry: A Polish Reassessment," The Wiener Library Bulletin, XXVI, 3-4, 1972-1973, pp. 13-20; "The Jewish Struggle Against the Nazis in Poland, According to Jewish and Polish Literature" (in Hebrew), VIIth World Congress on the Sciences of Judaism, Research on the History of the Holocaust (Jerusalem, 1980), pp. 45-49; "The Shoah of the Polish Jews in the Book of the Polish Researcher C. Luczak," (in Hebrew) Yalkout Morechet (Jerusalem, 1980), pp. 183-198. It is hard for me to evaluate personally historiography in a language I do not know; a friend whose judgment I trust and to whom I transmitted S. Krakowski's articles tends to dismiss the two adversaries back to back, each one perceiving the chauvinism of the other; it is nonetheless the case that the symmetry, in this circumstance, can not be absolute. 

87. See, for example, M. Teich, "New Editions and Old Mistakes" (concerning Reitlinger), Yad Vashem Studies VI (1967):375-384; N. Eck, "Historical Research or Slander?" (on Bettelheim, H. Arendt, R. Hilberg), ibid., pp. 385-430, and above all, concerning H. Arendt, the work of J. Robinson, La Tragédie juive sous la croix gammée à la lumière du procès de Jérusalem (le récit de Hannah Arendt et la réalité des faits (Paris: CDJC, 1969), translated by L. Steinberg. Israeli historiography has evolved in the interim, not in its entirety, to be sure, and not always at the same pace; but see in Unanswered Questions the contributions of A. Funkenstein and S. Volkov for example. 

88. This was evident in the colloquium during which this paper was presented and particularly during the debate following the presentation of Arno Mayer, which has subsequently evolved into his book Why Did the Heavens Not Darken? 

89. See the courageous article of the Israeli journalist Boaz Evron, "Interpretations of the Holocaust: A Danger for the Jewish People," French translation in Revue des études palestiniennes 2 (Winter 1982):36-52. The original appeared in Hebrew in Yiton 77, May-June 1980. 

90. The Yad Vashem Institute is at once a scientific institute, a museum, and a place for meditation, each of them admirable, but one also finds in government tourist agencies in Jerusalem brochures inviting one to visit a "Holocaust cave" on Mount Zion, about which I prefer not to elaborate. 

91. T. W. Adorno, Dialectique négative (Paris: Payot, 1978), pp. 283-286; I quote from pp. 283-284; for the intellectual context of Adorno's analysis, see J. P. Bier, Auschwitz et les nouvelles littératures allemandes (Brussels: Ed. de l'Université de Bruxelles, 1979). 

92. An effort is needed to recall as much, but in the years following the war, the symbol of the world of the concentration camps was not Auschwitz but Buchenwald. In consulting the Polish bibliography cited above (n. 81), one notes that in 1962 the number of works published on Buchenwald clearly exceeded the number devoted to the great Silesian slaughterhouse. 

93. The notion of an absolute crime alas, functions in Israel and even elsewhere to justify relative crimes. 

94. Concerning Dachau, cf. M. Broszat's letter to Die Zeit, August 19, 1960, which has since been reprinted numerous times and often deformed in the press and in revisionist literature. That being the case, one should not press the opposition between concentration camps and extermination camps too far. In the case of Dachau, precisely, personnel trained on the grounds were in many cases then used in Auschwitz and other murder sites. See the recent clarification by H. G. Richardi, Schule der Gewalt. Die Anfänge des Konzentrationslager Dachau 1933-1934. Ein dokumentarischer Bericht (Munich: Beck, 1983), pp. 241-248; on Krema I in Auschwitz, see W. Stäglich, Der Auschwitz Mythos, pp. 77 and 137. On this point, I have received photographic documentation from the Auschwitz Museum, which leaves no doubt as to tampering. It is on the subject of Anne Frank's Diary that the offensive has been conducted with greatest effectiveness; see, for example, R. Faurisson in S. Thion, Vérité, pp. 213-300, a study subsequently republished in English in the Journal of Historical Review III(2):147-209. Since then The Diary of Anne Frank has been published in a critical edition which appears to have resolved the problem of its authenticity; see H. Paape, G. van der Stroom, and D. Barnouw, De Dagboeken van Anne Frank (The Hague: Staatsuigeverij, and Amsterdam, Uigeverij Bert Bakker, 1986). 

95. I borrow the phrase from J.-C. Milner, Ordre et raisons de la langue (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1982), pp. 323-325. 

96. See "A Paper Eichmann," section II. 

97. This is a domain little studied in France. In Germany, recent revisionist literature has often been prompted by Holocaust (1979), as in the United States. See the articles of J. Herf, A. S. Markovits, R. S. Hayden, and S. Zielinski, New German Critique 19 (Winter 1980):30-96, which gives a quite complete overall view of the reception of the television series in Germany. An example of the revisionist reaction: H. Härtle, Was Holocaust verschweigt: Deutsche Verteidigung gegen Kollektiv-Schuld-Lugen (Leon) am Starnbergersee, 1979). 
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