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Britain’s Holocaust Memorial Days: using the past in the service of the present

The tension between the historical specificity and the universal implications of the Holocaust is not a new one for scholars of the subject. In many forms over the last thirty years, the ritual question has been posed as to whether the supposed ‘uniqueness’ of the Holocaust precludes the drawing from it of relevant comparisons, warnings and ‘lessons’. The debate has periodically spilled-over into the public arena, as for instance around the establishment of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in the 1990s or the Imperial War Museum’s Holocaust exhibition. 

This article argues that the conceptual confusions around why the Holocaust is deemed worthy of special commemoration have extended into the annual British Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD), first commemorated on 27 January 2001, the fifty-sixth anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz concentration camp. It suggests that the day may have the potential to achieve the ends it espouses, but not in the way in which it is currently organised. Unfortunately, a reorganisation along the lines that would be required is unlikely under the prevailing political and cultural circumstances. It concludes by suggesting that the intellectual inconsistencies and even mild hypocrisies that mark the day must be seen within the context of a conservative statement about British ‘national’ identity in the twenty first century, and one that is not actually concerned with addressing the serious questions that the Holocaust poses. 

I
The author must at the outset place his own convictions within the ‘uniqueness’ debate. I do not accept the contention of the uniqueness of the Holocaust. I recognise it as a particularly extreme case of genocide, but this is a distinction of degree rather than nature. ‘Uniqueness’ is not a word that historians should be comfortable with, for their duty is to examine every historical event in its specificity. Besides, in this matter the term has acquired such value-laden status that its very use diminishes, whether intentionally or not, other instances of genocide or indeed of state-sponsored mass murder that have not, by often arbitrary standards, been deemed worthy of the label ‘genocide’. The concept of ‘uniqueness’ should be recognised for what it originally was before it became an article of faith for some historians and many survivors: a device emerging out of politicised, ahistorical debate.
 

On the other hand, I would contend that owing to its colossal scale, its chronological and geographical proximity, the Holocaust is of enormous significance for western society. But to put it in a category of significance all of its own is in itself a culturally-laden statement, informed by western narcissism. For if Hitler turned European imperialism in upon Europe, the devastations and exploitations introduced outside the continent in every corner of the globe by that imperialism have yet to register on our post-imperil consciences. Like the proverbial bad driver who had never been in an accident but had seen dozens, European civilization had bequeathed rich legacies of mass murder and intercommunal strife to its extra-European subject societies. Whatever the efforts around the first two HMDs to make the days relevant by connecting Britain to the events of the Holocaust with reference to the refugees and survivors who came here, to the war effort itself and the ‘liberation’ of Belsen concentration camp, in terms of actual perpetrator agency, the British linkage with mass atrocity and death is much more direct in the record of interference, settlement and exploitation in north America, Africa, Australasia and the Indian subcontinent. That these happened outside Europe should not shroud the fact that they were manifestations of European ideologies and/or chauvinisms, power politics or economic agendas. No matter how much more ‘important’ we might perceive the Holocaust to be than, for instance, the British role in the total destruction of the small population of Tasmania, the fact remains that the Tasmanian episode was the only one of the two which was of British commission, and it is representative of a much more historically common form of genocidal atrocity than was the Holocaust. 

The destructive potential of ‘the west’ was manifest long before WWII, but only when the European continent erupted at its own core were some of its cultural underpinnings gradually brought into question. Zygmunt Bauman’s important Modernity and the Holocaust raises important universal questions about the exclusionary potential of ‘rationalised’, post-enlightenment societies.
 It is relevant to the imperial crimes of the ‘west’ as indeed to the more ‘ordinary’ discriminations and exclusions within European society before WWI and even up to the present - with the ongoing treatment of Romanies a prime example. His conclusion that the Holocaust is a ‘legitimate resident in the house of modernity’ of course indicates his splendid grasp of the wider dysfunctions of that ‘modernity’, but the fact remains that it took the Holocaust to give force to this truth, when, had ‘the west’ displayed any self-reflection about its capacity for destruction, this might already have been plain to see. Thus in this most bold attempt at contextualising the Holocaust within broader patterns of human development, it is still, paradoxically, de facto attributed a ‘unique’ position.

On a much less refined intellectual level than any of the above was the bill proposing ‘a day to learn and remember the Holocaust’, introduced to the House of Commons on 30 June 1999 by the Labour MP for Hendon, Andrew Dismore (though he is by no means alone, even amongst scholars who should possess a greater breadth of historical understanding). In the aftermath of a visit to Auschwitz organised by one of the organisations that was to become involved at an advisory level in HMD, he had realised ‘how unique the Holocaust was’, and how, as such, it was worthy of special commemoration.
 This declaration was presumably not the result of extensive comparative enquiry into the history of other genocides and of visits to other sites of mass killing from other periods and in other regions. 

There is no evidence that at any time during the conceptualisation and planning of the first HMD was the ‘uniqueness’/’exceptionality’ of the Holocaust brought properly into question, which is surely related to the fact that no advisory groups concerned primarily with genocides perpetrated by those other than the Nazis were brought in to help shape the concept. This is also related to the crude question of whether HMD is just to be a ‘Jewish’ concern or a concern for everybody. Much hot air has been expended over this and analogous questions pertaining to the purported ‘Holocaust industry’ in the USA. It is not my intention to enter any of those often bad faith debates. Nevertheless, it is clear that the Holocaust is not and should not be just a ‘Jewish’ concern, as most of the HMD advisory groups would also argue, and this is self-evidently the view of the Home Office and the Labour leadership. HMD would not have got government endorsement had it not been intended to make some sort of statement of universal relevance, and indeed with the Stockholm conference of foreign ministers in January 2000 at which the project was announced in line with parallel developments elsewhere in Europe, this was the direction that the wind was blowing across the continent as a whole. (Though it still not clear why Britain could not have followed the European Union’s example and designated 27 January as a more inclusive ‘Genocide Remembrance Day’.) Nevertheless, if we distinguish the broad relevance of the Holocaust from the narrower memorialisation of the Holocaust, and also from the proprietorship of that memorialisation, it would have been preferable had a much wider range of groups and intellectuals been involved in the original planning of the concept.
 
However ill-advised it may be, whatever the arguments for and against the notion of the ‘uniqueness’ of the Holocaust, if indeed these were actually given much thought at all, we have now to accept that that purported exceptionality is enshrined within HMD. Such must be the rationale for the official singling out of the Holocaust for annual contemplation, and thus instantly the tension between uniqueness and universality has been introduced to the collective consciousness of Britain. The challenge for those running HMD now is less to continue to emphasise its specificity and more to emphasise its universality. This is no easy task, given the sensitivity with which Holocaust survivor organisations in particular view close ‘comparisons’ between the Holocaust and other historical events. (As an example of this unfortunate tendency, the question of refugees is often the subject of remarkable, spurious distinctions - both among the public and former victims themselves - between refugees from Nazism/Fascism as innocent and apolitical and those seeking save European havens today as somehow ‘different’ and less worthy of sympathy.) The limited attempts so far to give the Holocaust a wider ‘relevance’ have, far from drawing-out its universal ‘lessons’ in a meaningful way, instead been manifested as rather safe and politically acceptable, not to say convenient, messages.   

II
If the uniqueness/universality question problematises the whole concept of a specifically Holocaust-oriented memorial day, then a key problem internal to HMD as it has been established is its victim-led nature. In the original proposal for the HMD, the first stated objective was to ‘commemorate the communities who suffered as a result of the Holocaust’. The desire to ‘provide a national mark of respect for all victims of Nazi persecution and demonstrate understanding with all those who still suffer its consequences’ is to be juxtaposed with the imperative to ‘recognise that the Holocaust was a tragically defining episode of the 20th Century, a crisis for European civilisation and a universal catastrophe for humanity’.
 The latter statement gives force to the former: the victims of the Nazis are to be singled out for special commemoration because they were victims of a particularly special event, ‘a defining episode of the 20th Century, a crisis for European civilisation’. All well and good, except, for reasons I shall try to elucidate, this commemorative function has effectively overwhelmed any prospect of meaningful education.

This is a very sensitive area, and it seems heretical even to raise it given that this historian, like so many others in the field, was introduced to the Holocaust through survivor testimony. Moreover, one of the most important objectives of recent scholarship has been to rescue the particularity of individual experience from the vast scale of the Holocaust, to personalise the story not just to do justice to the victims as autonomous human beings but also to make the catastrophe comprehensible at a human level for the audience.
 But, and here is another tension between the particular and the universal, it is on the collective level that the ‘uniqueness’ of the Holocaust is held to lie. More specifically, it is supposed to reside in the Nazi intent to murder, with a few minor exceptions, all Jews everywhere.

The issue of ‘intent’ is at the heart of the United Nations’ definition of genocide,
 heavily influenced as that definition is by the occurrence of the Holocaust. Nazi intent has been used to mark the murder of the Jews out from other instances of state-sponsored mass killing, including the destruction of non-Jewish groups by the Nazis, which have involved similar numbers or proportions of murdered among the victim group. There is an assumption in this distinction - a distinction which Holocaust survivors have been entirely happy to embrace, without perhaps apprehending its logical implications. The assumption is that apart from allowing a common factor of mass death in each case or contested case of genocide, the experience of the victims is actually irrelevant to the categorisation of the crime. In this logic of ‘uniqueness’, if the Holocaust itself is unique, the suffering of its victims is not. Such is, indeed, a wholly humane assumption, since personal instances of pain and deprivation between cases of genocide or other types of extreme human rights abuse may not really be contrasted, and surely no-one can claim to discern a hierarchy of suffering on a personal level, given that any given case of genocide features a broad spectrum of torments which overlap with those inflicted in any other given case.

The problem is not simply a philosophical one. It is also a highly practical matter. The dean of Holocaust historians Raul Hilberg made one important mistake in his seminal work The Destruction of the European Jews; he generalised without sufficient substantiation about the passive behaviour of the Jews during the Holocaust.
 For this he was strongly criticised,
 and the criticism had merit at the time, as Hilberg reflected early approaches to the Holocaust from the Nuremberg trials onwards in ignoring the victims. But much has now changed, and survivors have become perhaps the most prominent public interpreters of the Holocaust, establishing a proprietorship over the subject.
 Hilberg’s rationale for concentrating on the perpetrators would have been recognised by Raphael Lemkin, inspirer of the genocide convention, and it remains entirely appropriate today to anyone capable of seeing past the horrors of what the Nazis did to understanding why they did it - the ‘lessons of the Holocaust’, as it were. Hilberg was concerned with ‘the storm that caused the wreckage’.
 He was concerned above all with the mechanics of the ‘final solution of the Jewish question’. Just as to understand the recent spate of train disasters is to understand the workings and failings of the British rail system, from high management to unscrewed bolts at points, to understand, to gain insight into, the Holocaust is to understand the ways in which tens of thousands of Germans and others found themselves prepared to participate in a spectrum of roles in the mass murder of Jews and others.  

Naturally it would be absurd and distasteful to have HMD without survivors, a crime without victims. Anyway a ‘memorial’ day has as its chief function commemoration of loss (and it is also too late now to contend the appropriateness of the whole ‘memorial day’ concept). To ignore the survivors would also be an ironic perpetuation of the lack of interest in the immediate post-Holocaust period in their experiences, and of British governmental responses from 1933-45, with their reluctance to embrace Jewish victims as Jewish victims. Yet the day has explicitly been assigned as a day of education also, and it is vital to get the balance right. Further, and of which more later, the victim profile presented in HMD is still very partial and exclusive even in the narrow terms of the crimes of Nazism.

The danger of the present approach, and what might lead to marginalisation of HMD as a particularist venture, is emphasising the tragedy of the experience of (select groups of) victims at the expense of understanding how they came to face those experiences. The former might result in increased knowledge and awareness of some aspects of the Holocaust per se, but that, in isolation, is insufficient to fill what we are told is the broad educational remit of HMD, and it would indeed be unfortunate if the day simply boiled down to stating that it was important to know about the Holocaust without establishing precisely why. The latter has more to tell us about the general human ‘condition’ (or particular cultural variants of that mythical state), breakdowns in ‘civilised’ values, and about the structures, discriminations and pressures that actually led to the crime. 

The understandable natural responses of horror and pity, and the oft-accompanying pieties of ‘never again’ can overwhelm the need for forensic investigation and real explanation. Equally importantly, if the logic is accepted that the singularity of the Holocaust rests on the perpetrators’ not the victims’ side, repeated focus upon the victims looks like a veneration with no clear justification of one particular instance of suffering among many. If ‘lessons’ of the Holocaust are to be found at all, they are to be found on the side of the perpetrators, not in the lighting of candles of remembrance. The latter act shows decency in the desire to remember and may show the conviction of ‘never again’, but it does nothing concrete about ensuring ‘never again’, and indeed is often carried-out while ‘again’ is indeed recurring, if not generally in the west. 

The ‘pathos approach’, as I shall call it, has established dominance both in the first two HMD ceremonies and in the ‘education packs’ that have accompanied each day. The ceremonies were replete with survivor readings and discussions, and musical and choral recitals, the packs with photographs of victims, children to the fore. We search in vain in them for anything which feeds off the large body of historical scholarship about how men and women became murderers. In this pathos approach, ‘the Holocaust’ is left hanging in the air as an ill-defined metaphor of terrible evil. Yet explaining or ‘understanding’ the events as we are constantly enjoined to do is not primarily a matter of identifying with the victims and the tragedy of their experiences, which must, to a certain extent, be taken as a given. It is much more to do with understanding what institutional and personal pressures, what precise belief systems and circumstances, allowed the idea of genocide to be accepted and acted upon by tens of thousands of people. In short, we must try to do what Andy Charlesworth has long advocated,
 and turn the mirror around. We must perform that least tasteful task of trying to identify with the perpetrators, as well as those more-and-less active bystanders in close proximity to the crimes. Only with this approach do we have any chance of ensuring ‘that the horrendous crimes, racism and victimisation committed during the Holocaust are neither forgotten nor repeated’, for the perpetrators and those who are prepared to become directly involved (for good but mostly for evil) are the people who determine whether or not genocide happens. 

Trying to understand the perpetrators does not require vast erudition. One straightforward text which does a reasonable job of assessing the behaviour of a prime perpetrator without glorifying or sensationalising his behaviour is Gitta Sereny’s interview-based study of the former Treblinka commandant Franz Stangl.
 Christopher Browning’s work on the ‘Jewish bureau’ in the German Foreign Office remains a fairly accessible, seminal English-language study of how and why the so-called ‘desk murderers’, the middle-rank of bureaucrats essential in ‘oiling the wheels’ of the ‘final solution’, did their job.
 Perhaps most significant of all, in terms of its brevity, simplicity-of-style, insight and relevance, is Browning’s study of the so-called ‘ordinary men’, a group of un-remarkable, non-Nazified police reservists called upon to murder Jews in occupied Poland because of a shortage of hardened killers.
 Kill these men did, and again and again, for the most part without question, though not without some qualms at first. Browning’s analysis of their motivations and actions is not uncontested - indeed, the juxtaposition of contrary interpretations would fortify the educational process by providing the ‘debate’ beloved of didactic exercises
 - but it might be thought to be an unparalleled starting point for discussion.

On the macro level, over and above the question of individual motivations, historians would in the main concur the Holocaust is as much about the rise of ethnic nationalism and scientific racism in Europe, the exclusionary and destructive potential of the modern state, and the particular dynamics of the Hitler state, as about the historical legacy of anti-Judaism/antisemitism. Maintaining the language of economics, the latter factor was the necessary one for the Holocaust to happen to the Jews, the former factors were the sufficient ones for the Holocaust to happen at all. For the present day political agenda, these historically-specific fields of enquiry - the development of ethnic nationalism and scientific racism etc. - have been replaced with the vaguer, more abstract and hence universal mantra of the fight against ‘discrimination’, ‘prejudice’ or ‘racism’. If simplistic, even banal (who outside the extreme right would openly promote a reverse case?), this is on the surface fine, for it would be impossible to translate the circumstances of the Holocaust precisely into ‘lessons’ for today, and could it possibly be wrong to make official pronouncements in this direction? 

HMD must needs play a little fast and loose with the historical record, and perhaps we might accept even imprecise appropriations of the past that seem to serve laudable goals for the future. Could one criticise HMD if informing about the Holocaust could be shown to have prevented even one racist assault? Yet apart from the difficulty of showing that learning about Nazi genocide actually affects current behaviour - indeed a bold recent study from the University of Nevada bucks the general unproved trend towards assuming the benefits of ‘Holocaust education’ to show that it makes no such difference
 - this emotive question is the wrong one. A more appropriate question might ask: why use the Holocaust at all to illustrate the evils of contemporary discrimination and intolerance when other less extreme or unusual examples might be more appropriate? 

As an oft-invoked case, the murder of Stephen Lawrence has much more to tell us about the problems and manifestations of extreme racism in a liberal democracy than do the actions of a totalitarian and self-confessedly racist state where racism was the state-endorsed social norm, not a target of official disapprobation. The point is that reducing the Holocaust entirely to its concrete core of racism and discrimination is to ignore what made it ‘special’, and thereby to undermine the implicit rationale for the day. Part of what made the Holocaust special, of what makes genocide special, is that genocide is almost by definition a state crime. 

Theories of exclusion giving rise to different forms of discrimination can be legitimated by a range of ideologies, not just biological racism; but what provides the potential for any exclusionary ideology to be translated to genocide is the far-reaching power of the state: its perceived legitimacy; its ability to call upon the loyalty of its citizens and mobilise and unify their efforts; its control of the means of violence and coercion in pursuit of that mobilisation and unity. This is not the whole story, naturally. All manner of circumstances have to interact before the most extreme course is taken, but only the state and its workings - both as instrument and instrumentaliser - can empower and impel individuals to genocide. How is a state-established memorial day to confront the difficult questions raised in this section? How is the state effectively to interrogate both itself and its citizenry?
III
This section must begin with a caveat. I have great sympathy for those arguments positing in criticism of HMD that the state is by its nature an inappropriate sponsor of remembrance for a state-sponsored atrocity, incapable, effectively, of addressing for the better its own potentialities.
 Parts of this line of argument are pursued below. However my sympathy is limited in terms of the rather Holocaust-centric way this criticism has evolved. As in the ‘Shoah business’ as a whole, with its colossal corpus of philosophical, theological, literary and cultural studies-based scholarship of varying quality, over-and-above that increasingly small proportion of rigorous historical research, these protests seem rather intellectually precious, especially given that at the same time as they are being made elsewhere state-sponsored atrocities (not their representations five decades later) are actually in progress un-addressed. The impression given is that the Holocaust is ‘uniquely’ difficult to represent,
 again in the absence of anywhere near the same volume of thought on the representation of other genocides, and thus the ‘uniqueness’ of the Holocaust is again indirectly substantiated.

The state’s role in ‘representation’ needs to be concretised in terms of today’s issues rather than left as a rather abstract intellectual argument - it is a political as much as philosophical matter. Indeed it should have a greater political immediacy than ever at this moment. Since we have entered a period of so-called asymmetric warfare - predicted since the end of the cold war with its bi-polar opposition - and particularly since 11 September 2001, the officially-endorsed focus on violent threats within the international system has been placed on non-state organisations, primarily terrorists, alongside so-called rogue states whose practices can conveniently be depicted as antithetical to the ‘norms’ of civilised statehood. This rhetoric may or may not be appropriate, notwithstanding that realpolitik dictates who is to be labelled a terrorist or rogue state, but the fact remains that, as observed above, states of many colourings remain the most likely agents of the supreme international transgression; genocide. The increasing veneration of the state, almost in a return to the pre-WWII days of the primacy of legal positivism, is a slur on the memories of those who have perished en bloc in the process of state formation, and nation-state formation in particular, as Mark Levene has illustrated.
 

But the argument of the state’s inappropriateness to confront acts of state can tend to a reductio ad absurdum, precluding it from doing anything but bolstering or increasing its own authority. The state is inherently a bearer of authority and thus to some extent authoritarian, with a lower-case initial, though the insidiousness of that authority can vary greatly. We must allow that while it exists it is capable of making authoritative statements to the good as well as the bad - it is, after all, a normatively neutral mechanism (hence its propensity to be instrumentalised for either good or bad indifferently). It is at those points where present-day state mechanisms of discrimination do come into play, for instance in the parallels that might be made between British refugee policy and refugee policy in the Nazi era, that the logic of state-sponsored reflection directly undermines the possibility of real self-criticism. Yet there are sufficient points of very significant historical divergence for this not to be a crippling problem for the day as a whole. Besides, beyond the central HMD ceremonies and the nationally-distributed educational materials, there is scope at the local level for differing interpretations and approaches to the day which could at least in theory undermine any narratives imposed from the ‘top downwards’. Further to this argument, it is possible that the administration of the day will be delegated at some point to a non-governmental organisation, so expanding its potential freedom.  

Thus I would contend that the state is capable of promoting or at least allowing a self-critical civic culture, albeit within variable restraints. This is not to say that HMD has so succeeded. It remains to see what difference a decentralisation of the day’s administration will have on its ability to ask difficult questions of the state and of the policy of the government of the day. So far even on the individual level, when HMD has encouraged the examination of individuals who are not from the victims side, difficult questions have been avoided, only the more comfortable ones addressed.
It is actually another convenient anti-totalitarian liberal myth - given the self-understanding of liberalism as ideologically moderate - that ‘evil’ resides in the force of big ideas. It is straightforward to stigmatise the ideological rationales for discrimination, since, whatever the ordinary prejudices of the average citizen, quasi-scientific doctrines of exclusion are generally the preserve of the extreme and can be associated with forces against which liberalism instinctively opposes itself. It is much more difficult to locate potential for gross wrongdoing in the weakness of that average citizen, in his or her susceptibility to group or institutional pressures, or his or her ambition, greed, fear of criticism, or subscription to the everyday myths by which every nation(-state) perpetuates and justifies itself. It is almost as difficult to locate the potential for extreme elements to do harm in the moral vacuum left by the self-interested indifference of that average citizen. 

It is hardly a good idea electorally to preach the capacity of most people for participation or acquiescence in murder, however indirectly, under certain circumstances. Thus our attention is inevitably drawn to the tiny, unrepresentative minority of ‘bystanders’ who bucked the trend and intervened to save or succour the victims - these are the examples of physical and moral courage which it is hoped we will follow with our civic behaviour, and represent one of the key ‘lessons’ of the Holocaust as they are handed-down to us. (‘A touchstone of the human capacity for good in the face of evil’.
) Yet the stated desire of British politicians for greater popular participation in democracy
 really only extends to increased voter turnout in the interests of legitimating an increasingly moribund bi-party rotation of power. More direct expressions of democratic freedom are as actively opposed as they always have been, including for instance the clamp down on protests against human rights abuses in Tibet, launched at the Chinese premier on his last visit to London, just, incidentally, at the time when the form of HMD was being finalised. 

The work of Nechama Tec on Christian rescuers of Jews in WWII Poland shows that no particular common belief system dictated their actions. They were not uniformly religious or politically-aligned, and many had shown no pre-existing tendency to self-sacrifice or great humanitarianism; some were even demonstrably antisemitic, but still opposed what Germany was doing to the Jews. If anything, the only uniting factor among these rescuers was a certain non-conformity, a moral stubbornness, in refusing to adhere to the norms imposed upon them.
 Is there really a governmental desire for us to do the moral equivalent of what Martin Luther King described as the duty of every just citizen: to disobey unjust law, to protest in ways outside the conventional and historically inadequate conduits of religion and conventional political organisation? Tony Blair’s contemptuous dismissal of ‘anti-globalisation’ activism suggests not.

If the reader accepts my arguments thus far, s/he may be questioning what the point of HMD is at all, beyond a simple official recognition of something that almost everybody agreed was awful beforehand, and a way of the Labour government making some apparently easy political capital. That is only a pertinent question if we take the title and stated aims of the day at face value. Yet if we argue that the day is much more about Britain than about the Holocaust, we may begin to understand why the chance to ask the difficult questions has been let slip.   
IV
A project related to the HMD has featured on the European scene. An international ‘task force’, constituted of a not-dissimilar membership to the original working group for the HMD, but organised by the Foreign Office rather then the Home Office, is responsible, along with similar organisations from other ‘enlightened’ western states, for ensuring that the basic tenets of Holocaust history are recognised by former eastern-bloc states. This is a small part of the carrot-and-stick approach to ensuring that countries seeking EU membership fulfil socio-cultural as well as economic criteria for inclusion. On one level, it is all to the good: any national historiography that fails to observe the fundamentally racist, and particularly antisemitic, thrust of Nazi policy needs to be exposed. The more so if, as is frequently the case, that historical misrepresentation is a function of antisemitic agendas in the modern day. 

Rightly, also, western historians, pressure groups and politicians long lambasted the former Soviet orthodoxy that Nazi genocide was an expression of capitalism in a terminal, crisis phase, rather than the action of a regime for which race was a more important cleavage than class. (Hence the prevailing depiction in Soviet historiography of the Nazis’ victims as members of particular national groups rather ‘racial’ categories.) Yet we would do well to remember that wartime myths die hard everywhere, and that no international political organisation has thought to take France or various other western European countries to task for their nationalist historiographies that retrospectively minimise the extent of collaboration with Nazi Germany (including in the Holocaust) and maximise the scale of resistance.

The universal politicisation of history should be a salutary reminder to the HMD architects and the international task-force who, while promoting contemporary occidental values, have neglected to heed the post-modern lessons accompanying multi-culturalism that no political system, fascist, communist, liberal-democratic or otherwise, can claim ownership of absolute interpretive ‘truth’. Here I am not talking about the obvious factual truth of the Holocaust, but the reasons for the invocation of the Holocaust at this precise moment in time and in this fashion, and the ‘lessons’ that are supposed to be drawn from it. The integrity of the historical record is not just harmed by Stalinist-style distortions; it is also affected by silences and de-contextualisations. In the case of HMD the problem is manifest on different levels: straightforward distortions of history stemming from realpolitik considerations; prevailing misconceptions or ‘governing myths’ of history; and present day socio-cultural agendas for which particular lessons from the past are deemed ‘useful’. (Echoing Tony Kushner,
 none of the following is to cast any doubt on the personal integrity of the Home Office or DfEE/DfES officials involved in HMD, each of whom are also constrained by government lines. About the motivations of the Labour government itself, I am inclined to be rather less charitable given its opportunism, populism and veneration of style over substance.)

The Armenian genocide will remain as a thorn in the flesh of the British government until it is recognised as such. Not as a particularly important thorn, because of the temporal, geographical and ‘cultural’ distance of its occurrence, and the diminutive weight of Armenian official representation in Britain. It is the very relative weakness of that pressure that enables the British government, like the American government, to continue to succumb to Turkish pressure to avoid the epithet ‘genocide’.
 For the purposes of this essay, the Armenian genocide is important because it has become the litmus test of the international politics of remembrance. ‘Ethical foreign policy’, and the unthinking mantra about the ‘need to remember’ are compromised by non-recognition. My emphasis here, however, is not specifically on the murder of approximately one million Armenians in WWI.
 Very few genocides are recognised or held-up for public dissection; modern-day Germany’s embrace of the history of the Holocaust is distinctly atypical. Besides, the cause for recognition of the Armenian case has received considerable reflected attention as a result of HMD, though this was certainly an inadvertent consequence.  

We need not stray nearly so far chronologically from the murder of the Jews to see significant politicised distortions of the historical record. At the larger conference taking place alongside the meeting of the foreign ministers in Stockholm, at which the ‘need to remember’ was repeatedly affirmed, two of the largest victim groups of the Nazis, Soviet POWs and civilians, were not even included in the publicly-pronounced roster of the murdered. This all-too-common omission reflects the failure of the postwar world to come to terms with the massive losses inflicted on the Soviet Union, for reasons that surely pertain to the Cold War, to opposition to the new ‘totalitarian’ power and in addition to the reluctance to recognise that Russian blood and resilience - if also American money - were the decisive factors in defeating Hitler, not the Battle of Britain and ‘Dunkirk spirit’. 

Conversely, certain groups, especially blacks, have been promoted as victims of Nazi persecution beyond all proportion to their relevance in the Nazi worldview. Thus in the ‘background’ comments to the commemorative programme for the second HMD, we read the following list of victims: ‘the mentally and physically disabled, gays and lesbians, religiously independent, social outcasts, political rebels, Blacks, Gypsies as well as the Jews.’ It continues: ‘Forms of cultural expression which deviated from Nazi ideals - and these included most forms of modern art, literature and music which could be defined as “Jewish” or “Black” - were proscribed as “degenerate”.’
 The absence from this breakdown of the mass vandalism of ‘Slavic’ cultural treasures is notable, but not nearly so notable as the absence of the fate of the three million, three hundred thousand Soviet prisoners of war, victims of Nazi anti-Slav racism, either murdered in captivity or left quite deliberately to starve to death in open-air camps. 

Only in the education pack for the first HMD do we read briefly of ‘millions of Poles, Russians and others were killed by the German occupying forces in prisoner of war, labour and extermination camps. Their lives were seen as disposable.’
 (Nothing more has been said about this colossal number of murdered human beings, either in the national ceremonies or in the educational material, despite the warning earlier in the education pack of the danger of dehumanising genocide by simply quoting abstract numbers.
) Yet this comes lower in the pecking order than the un-numbered Senegalese of Alsace-Lorraine and the Africans from former German colonies who were subject to an unidentified ‘persecution’, and the 400 black children subjected to forced sterilization. Prefacing these summaries of victimhood is the statement that ‘at the bottom of the [Nazi racial] scale were Jews, Roma and Black people … Such inferior “races” were seen as fit for extinction.’
 The absence from this sentence of Slavs, of whom by pre-war Nazi estimates up to thirty million might have to die in order to provide space and sufficient food in the German Lebensraum when the eastern empire was established, is simply staggering.
 Yet Slavs are left out of the list again on at least three separate occasions in that education pack, including in two school assembly plans.

The number of 3.3 million dead Soviet POWs bears repeating,
 and juxtaposition with some of the figures of the persecuted from the other victim classes. Let us select for the sake of argument the death toll of gay men, a toll which vastly exceeds that of blacks, the ‘religiously independent’, and lesbians (do the HMD organisers, I wonder, have authoritative figures for the relatively minute numbers of lesbians physically abused by the Nazis?). Of the presumably several millions dwelling under Nazi control, estimates suggest that between 5,000 and an absolute maximum of 15,000 gays perished in the concentration camps
 (and these less from an orchestrated higher policy of total murder than of the arbitrary, homophobic-sadistic behaviour of individual guards
), thus somewhere between 0.15 and 0.45 percent of the POW total. Had Germany been defeated at the end of 1941 the total of Soviet dead would have outnumbered the Jewish dead by a ration of about 3:1. The POWs add up to approximately the same number as the combined total of Armenians, Cambodians and Rwandans killed in genocides in the Twentieth century. 

Likewise absent from most roll-calls of the dead, that of the second HMD included,
 are the several uncounted millions of eastern European civilians who perished in Nazi scorched earth actions, indiscriminate shootings, starvations, bombardments and ‘anti-partisan’ actions,
 including up to two million Poles and, for instance, the scores of thousands of Serbs who were either directly murdered by the Nazis or by the German client Ustasha regime - though Serbs as victims is not a particularly convenient image in the present day, just as Russians as victims were not useful during the Cold War. Yet surely it is the job of an education day to correct historical misunderstandings, to fill in gaps, rather than to perpetuate a very partial picture of Nazi atrocity. The fact that most of the literature dealing with crimes against non-Jewish eastern Europeans is not in English is a very poor excuse. The back cover of the commemorative programme for the second HMD quotes Albert Camus to the effect that ‘good intentions may do as much harm as malevolence if they lack understanding’. Relatives of those millions of dead Poles, Russians, Belorussians, Ukrainians, etc. etc. (some of whose countries are the recipients of the Holocaust education ‘task force’s’ attentions) would, I am sure, loudly concur, if only they were able to organise and press for ‘representation’ in the ranks of the HMD advisory groups.

Let me be clear here since I do not in any way intend to belittle the fate of those other groups that I have singled out. It is certainly no bad thing to flag up the fact that the Nazis were anti-black, and the fates of any who died from any group, for whatever reasons, are equally worthy of commemoration, as I have already contended. But the retrospective emphasis on the Nazi persecution of blacks, particularly in contrast to the treatment of the ‘Slavs’, suggests a latter-day agenda. The programme for the second HMD reads like a political wish-list for modern social inclusion as much as a historical record. Equally importantly, the focus on Nazi homophobia and anti-black racism distracts attention from the parallel prejudices in the rest of the ‘civilised’ world during the Nazi period. What each group suffered under Nazism fits much more easily into a continuum of occidental racist or homophobic intolerance than does the Holocaust into a continuum of occidental antisemitism. 

It was remarkable indeed, given that Britain was a prime perpetrator of the much greater anti-black crime of slavery, and that many more descendants of slavery’s victims reside in Britain than do victims of the Holocaust or descendants thereof, that the primary representation of blacks in the first HMD was as victims of Nazism, that anti-liberal ‘other’ against whom ‘we’ (and the USA) fought. Here we move towards some concluding considerations on the way in which the HMD functions vis-a-vis British identity. This seems the crux of the matter, and may well explain the very existence of HMD, as well as all its apparent internal inconsistencies.

V
The ‘lessons of the Holocaust’ and other synonymous expressions were repeated throughout the build-up to both HMDs as if they were truisms. Yet precisely what these lessons are has yet to be spelled out. The one concrete notion is what Anne Karpf called the ‘Spielberg agenda of using the Holocaust to teach liberal values’.
 ‘To illustrate the benefits of democracy by showing the effects of its worst possible alternative’ is one touted version of this. Another, a direct Blairism: HMD ‘provides an opportunity to re-assert the democratic and civil values which we share’;
 and a third claims that the day ‘promotes a democratic and tolerant society’.
 At the Stockholm conference, democracy was again placed squarely as the polar opposite of Nazism. In fact, as Bill Williams has assessed,
 far from being a purely memorial event, this was explicitly and shamelessly political.

If we are to define the lessons of Nazism in terms of those many things to which Nazism was ideologically opposed, then beyond liberal democracy we might also have to examine communism as its nemesis. And how comfortable can we really be with this sort of negative definitionalism when it can be co-opted from any point on the political spectrum? ‘If it wasn’t for us you’d all be Germans’, chanted bellicose, nationalist football ‘fans’ on the streets of Belgian Charleroi during the Euro 2000 tournament, echoing in an intensified form the failure of the British to conquer a century of Germanophobia, or to recognise the achievements of a society which has done more than most to encourage popular democratic participation amongst its citizens, to confront its wartime record and to fight political extremism - in contrast, again, to other members of the EU.  

Negative definition is not a novelty in British society. If we accept Linda Colley’s analysis, we see that in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries a polity consisting of several different nationalities or ethnic groups opted to root its collective Protestant identity in direct distinction to Catholic France and to a lesser extent Orthodox Russia.
 Arguably now, in an age of multiculturalism and with a government keen to make a sort of national ‘mission statement’ in recognition of that, in which HMD must be a keynote, negative definitionalism is almost inevitable. Positive tenets of identity, even those laid down with far greater sensitivity or appropriateness than by the Home Secretary David Blunkett in the last two years, will generally raise objections of exclusivity or over-prescriptivity from some quarter. The notable thing about the choice of the Holocaust/Nazism as identificational ‘other’ is how timid that choice seems; how easy it appears to define ourselves against events that are universally condemned and recognised, and in a past which is as a result increasingly ‘safe’ to examine, the recent rise of the European far right notwithstanding. 

Colley also notes the significance of the Anglo-French wars in cementing the mutual identification of ‘Britons’ during her period.
 This is a tradition into which Britain’s oft-observed obsession with ‘the war’ fits neatly, in a postwar period in which it has had no large scale conflicts to bind together its increasingly dissolutionist citizenry. Arguably since the rise of the ‘Anglo-German antagonism’ in the late nineteenth century, and particularly in the two world wars, Germany has supplanted France in this capacity in the British consciousness. Now, Germany, perpetrator of the most extreme of the crimes of the Europeans in the modern period, has come to bear all of the sins of the Europeans - a process to which the label of Holocaust ‘uniqueness’ has contributed significantly. ‘Our’ imperial record simply does not enter into the British collective memory as objectionable, and ‘our’ history of discriminations are seen as nowhere near as relevant as those visited by someone else.

Seen in this context, the Imperial War Museum looks like an ever more appropriate lieu de memoire for the new icon of universal negative definition, the Holocaust. While out of one side of the mouth we are warned about the dangers of resurgent racism, on the other we are encouraged, in the words of Tony Blair, to value ‘the courage and commitment of our fellow citizens who resisted such evil’,
 and to see the Holocaust as another war story, albeit with a significant twist. HMD actually allows us to tie in a new statement of multi-cultural intent with an old rallying cry. The pathos approach to the Holocaust adds emotional force to this old-new bonding exercise while preventing any of the meaningful, genuinely universal but potentially divisive questions being addressed. Victims that are not politically relevant are ignored, no matter how numerous they may be, while those groups who may be gainfully addressed through the mirror of Nazi discrimination are accorded an inflated status. 

A cause for slight optimism about a more self-critical use of history for today in Britain is the possibility of another memorial day addressing slavery. This is a more historically appropriate and politically relevant context for examining in Britain the persecutions of black history, and addressing some of the realities which continue to influence black-white relations. And whatever the groundswell of contemporary American opinion about the revival of antisemitism throughout Europe, in Britain, France and Germany at least, ‘non-“whites”’ are much the greater victims of discrimination and violence.

There is one word of warning, however, should a slavery memorial day materialise. If it is true that the written history of slavery in Britain is in fact more the history of anti-slavery, with Britain’s complicity in the crime rather obscured by the role of a minority of Britons in bringing the crime to an end, then the temptation must be avoided to replicate this failing, to put a similar spin on those events as HMD has put on the Holocaust. As in HMD, the aspiration to draw positive lessons from the past is laudable, but ‘positive’ should not become a euphemism for ‘easy’, because easy lessons are not worth learning. We also need to think long and hard about who is ‘teaching’ these lessons and if they are qualified to do so, or whether they are getting away with saying the wrong things because of the common confusion between recognising that the Holocaust is important and recognising why it is important.
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