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1. The Destruction of the Helots of Sparta 


We are in 424/423 B.C., the eighth year of the Peloponnesian War, opposing Athens and Sparta, along with their respective allies. The situation is perilous for the Lacedemonians. The Athenians are installed on the island of Cytherea, to the south of Laconia, and at Pylos (present-day Navarin) on the west coast of the Peloponnesus. Sparta attempts a diversionary tactic, by sending an expeditionary force to Athens' (shaky) allies on the Calcidian peninsula, in northeastern Greece. Here is what the historian Thucydides relates at this juncture and the episode through which he comments on the crisis threatening Sparta: 

Athens at the time posed an immanent threat to the Peloponnesus and especially to the very land of the Lacedemonians. The latter nevertheless had a hope: to deter the Athenians by sending an expeditionary force to one of their allies, which would trouble them [the Athenians] in turn. The allies were prepared to receive it and to defect as soon as it appeared. At the same time the Lacedemonians were looking for a pretext for expediting Helots to a foreign theatre lest they take advantage of the presence of the Athenians at Pylos to foment revolution. Fearing their youthful ardor and their number (for the Lacedemonians, the central issue in their relations with the Helots had always been to keep them under surveillance), they had, on a previous occasion, already resorted to the following measures. They had let it be known that all those [among the Helots] who felt that through their conduct in the face of the enemy they were so deserving should have their credentials for emancipation inspected. It was, from their perspective, a test: those who demonstrated sufficient pride to believe they should be first to be freed were thus the prime candidates for a future rebellion. About two thousand of them were selected: adorned with a crown, they ran the circuit of sanctuaries as free men. Shortly thereafter, they were made to disappear, and no one knew in what manner each of them had been eliminated.[1] 

A strange text indeed, written in a partially encoded language. The Helots "disappear," are "eliminated" (one might also translate "destroyed"), but the words designating murder or death are not pronounced, and the weapon remains unknown. 

To understand this episode, concerning which George Grote (1794-1871), the British founder of the positive history of ancient Greece,[2] wrote that it revealed "a refinement of deception and cruelty rarely equaled in history,"[3] is it enough to know who the Helots were? They constituted the servile category of Lacedemonian society. Unlike the slaves of Athens, they were neither bought nor sold abroad. They cultivated the land of the upper stratum of the city-state, the peers (homoioi), those who formed the warrior elite. To explain their origin, the ancients had concocted various theories among which moderns still lose their way.[4] The Helots formed two subclasses, which were in certain respects quite distinct. Some were Laconians quite naturally aspiring to juridical equality with their Spartan masters. Athenian peasants had been emancipated at the dawn of the sixth century B.C.. Their case was not theoretically out of the question as a model. The others were foreigners, Messenians, relatives of the Lacedemonians, speaking a Doric language like them, and conquered by Lacedemonia (the city-state whose capital was Sparta) in the course of three harsh wars. A significant portion of them emigrated, some to Messina in Sicily, others to Naupacta on the coast facing the Peloponnesus. The Helots of Messina aspired to reconstitute their ancient city, and they succeeded in doing so, moreover, after the Theban Epaminondas destroyed the power of Lacedemonia at Leuctra in 370-369 B.C. The Messenians then proclaimed a "law of return," and invited with varying degrees of success the Messenian diaspora to return to the homeland of their memories. 

That much established, whether Laconians or Messenians, the Helots were in some cases submissive, adopting the values of the ruling class, and in others rebellious, and quite frequently so as of the fifth century B.C.. A general rebellion of the lower classes almost erupted in 397 B.C.. According to Xenophon, an informer working for the Spartan rulers was able to say at the time: "Each time the subject of the Spartans came up among these people [the lower classes] none of them could conceal that it would not displease him to devour them, and even raw."[5] 

Another difference with the slaves of Athens was that the Helots were normally part of the Lacedemonian army, serving as weapons carriers. It even happened that some experienced combat and benefited from a kind of emancipation. But even when freed they did not become first-class citizens. The ruling Spartan elite thus faced an insoluble contradiction. Sparta could not do without Helots --neither, it goes without saying, for the cultivation of the soil nor even for waging war. Yet (even lightly) armed Helots represented an obvious danger for them. The solution adopted by Sparta had been to lock the Helots into a scorned status, a phenomenon of which history offers numerous examples. No one has better epitomized this status than Myron of Priena, a historian of the third century B.C., who writes: "The Helots are made to perform the most ignominious and degrading tasks. They are forced to wear a dogskin cap and to dress in animal hides; each year they receive a certain number of blows, without having committed any infraction, in order to remind them that they are slaves; worse yet, if there are any who exceed in strength the measure appropriate to slaves, they are punished by death, and their masters receive a fine for not having impeded their development."[6] 

It happened, however, that the yoke would break or threaten to break. The city then proceeded to perform on a grand scale, while adding a measure of fraud, what the masters were doing on a lesser one: killing the most valiant of them. This is what happened in the episode narrated by Thucydides. Instead of emancipating or killing, it emancipated and killed. Chosen Helots would run the circuit of sanctuaries, as young apprentice warriors in Athens might, after which they disappeared. 

But when precisely did this dramatic and sinister adventure occur? Earlier, says Thucydides. But did that mean a recent past? In the nineteenth century, historians were divided between two hypotheses, and the same situation holds at present.[7] No one, to my knowledge --although I could, of course, be wrong-- has maintained that we are dealing here with a case of pure fiction or suggested that this explosion of ruse and hatred had been invented by some intimate of the victims.[8] But did Thucydides know more than he said? Apparently the Spartans kept their secret rather well. Only a slim thread of memory has come down to the Athenian historian. 

2. History and Stories 


In the Thucydides text I have just commented on, there is a little word that has not, to my knowledge, attracted the attention of the exegetes: the word each. When the Spartans opted to do away with the Helots who had distinguished themselves, their decision concerned a collectivity whose boundaries they themselves had fixed, with the participation of the victims, but each death was obviously individual. Each victim had his own history, and we will never know how death was administered,[9] individually, collectively, or in small groups. That last hypothesis is, nevertheless, the most plausible, since it is best suited to the artisan-like and nonindustrial techniques of the age. Whatever the case, the sources at the historian's disposal can not be bypassed, and it will remain for him to interpret them. 

For the history of the (partially successful) attempt to exterminate the Jews and the Gypsies during the Second World War by the German National Socialist regime, we, of course, have at our disposal an infinitely richer store of documentation than for the horrendous episode in Spartan history that I recalled above. But the fundamental problems, upon closer inspection, are not that different. To be sure, the comparison, which is frequently made, with the Helots has its limits. In all probability, the latter represented the majority of the Lacedemonian population. This is suggested by an indication in Herodotus (among other sources): during the battle of Platea (479 B.C., during the Second Median War) every hoplite was accompanied by seven Helots.[10] When the attempt was made to capture in a single word the status of Jews in the Middle Ages and in the modern period, above all in Europe, the term pariah --following Max Weber-- rather than Helot, tended to be chosen.[11] But the two notions occasionally come into contact. An institutionalized contempt, which may very well be accompanied, in certain cases, by privileges (court Jews, for example), characterizes the status of both communities: one need but think of the famous "distinctive signs." 

The pariah status of the Jews was called radically into question by the French Revolution and its sequels extending, with occasional regressions, through the nineteenth century and even our own. The Russian Revolution of 1917 as well as the German Revolution of 1918-1919 are part of that heritage, and there was no trace of that pariah status either in the U.S.S.R. at the beginning of the 1930s (despite the Stalinist regression) or in Weimar Germany. It has even been possible to speak of that era as a "golden age" of European Jewry.[12] Mitteleuropa, and particularly Poland and Romania, were, to be sure, exceptions to the rule, and it was principally central and eastern Europe that, since the beginning of the nineteenth century, had fueled the Zionist movement, which was an index of persecution and unrest as well as a national movement and a belated colonial enterprise. This was not the only imaginable (or imagined) response to humiliation --one has but to think of the Bund-- but events determined the outcome. 

The "golden age" was followed, with Hitler, by a colossal regression that as Nazism gradually made its way through Europe, everywhere annulled what had been achieved in the wake of the French Revolution. The condition of Jews again became that of pariahs or, if one prefers, Helots, as may be seen from various legislative measures, such as the "Nuremberg laws" (September 1935) or the Statute on Jews in France, promulgated on its own initiative by Vichy (October 1940).[13] But a legal status, although it may have murderous consequences, is not itself a murder. The massive murder, which took the form initially of actions by the Einsatzgruppen, and then of gassings, did not begin before the war against the Soviet Union, which, after long preparations, began on June 22, 1941. It was in December, at Chelmno, in Poland, that gas trucks were used for the first time. 

How might all this be told or explained (since history is both a narrative and a quest for intelligibility) ?[14] I shall not attempt to summarize here the very extensive historiographical debates.[15] Let us, nevertheless, raise a few questions. 

For the facts to be ascertained with all possible precision and for the historian to purge as best he can his work of all that is fabricated, legendary, or mythical is the very least to be expected and obviously constitutes a never-ending task. There is no such thing as a perfect history, any more than there exist exhaustive histories. However "positivist" he is intent on being, however desirous of "letting the facts speak for themselves," as the ingenuous say, the historian cannot evade his own responsibility, that of his personal choices or values.[16] For my part, I have no scorn for the genre of the chronicle, which is said to constitute the degree zero of historical narration. It has the merit of imbuing history with novelistic experience. But, aside from concealing their presuppositions, chronicles evade all concern for intelligibility.[17] 

Ever since the disaster was acknowledged and came to be investigated, the history of the Hitlerian genocide has oscillated between two extremes, frequently epitomized by the terms intentionalism and functionalism.[18] For Lucy Davidowicz, for example, the extermination was preformed in Hitler's brain as of 1919, just as the destiny of humanity, according to certain biologists of the eighteenth century, was preformed in the person of Adam. In the last analysis, the "war against the Jews"[19] occurred independently of the successes and failures of Hitler's foreign policies and of the war itself. We need hardly specify that in such a "history," there is no discussion of either the mentally ill or the Gypsies, of Bolshevik functionaries or non-Jewish deportees, who also underwent, in varying degrees, the process of extermination. On this level, we are still dealing with history only to the extent that the raw material has been borrowed from reality. The structure is not that of a historical process, composed of advances and setbacks, of chance and necessity; it is that of the self-enclosed structure of myth. 

At the other extreme, the extermination appears to be such only at the end of the process, as a sort of retrospective illusion. The "Genesis of the Final Solutions"[20] occurred, so to speak, on an ad hoc basis, as the camps, for instance, gradually became overcrowded and it became necessary to make space by getting rid of encumbering human material. I do not deny that this explanatory model accounts for a certain number of details, but how is one to exclude from consideration a murderous ideology, which, with the war in the East, had taken on unprecedented virulence ? 

Pure functionalism dissolves the genocide as a complex within a greater diversity. As Franz Neumann wrote in 1944: 

National-Socialism, which claims to have abolished the class struggle, needs an adversary whose very existence can serve to integrate antagonistic groups within a common society. That enemy can not be too weak. If it were too weak, it would be impossible to present it to the population as its supreme enemy. Nor can it be too strong, for that would commit the Nazis to a difficult struggle against a powerful enemy. It was for that reason that the Catholic church was not promoted to the rank of supreme enemy. But the Jews fit the bill admirably. As a result, such an ideology and such anti-Semitic practices entail the extermination of the Jews, the only means to achieve an ultimate aim: the destruction of institutions, beliefs, and groups still remaining free.[21] 

On January 30,1939, the Führer had proclaimed (and his words have quite properly remained famous): "If international Jewish finance, in Europe and elsewhere, again succeeds in precipitating peoples into a world war, the result will not be the Bolshevization of the world and with it the victory of Judaism, but, on the contrary, the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe." More important than having uttered those words is the fact that he constantly referred to them, in public and private, implicitly or explicitly, even when confused about the date of his speech, throughout the war.[22] 

Intention or function: the dilemma can take many other forms. It is tempting, but dangerous, to write history as a classical tragedy whose resolution is known in advance. The scholars who are most careful about respecting its various phases do not always elude that danger. This is the case of the American historian K. A. Schleunes, whose book on the "twisted roads"[23] leading to Auschwitz, a study of anti- Semitic policies between 1933 and 1939, proclaims that as of 1938, the path to annihilation was clear.[24] As though Hitler from then on was definitively shielded from all accidents,[25] as though other methods had not been tried out before the final one. As opposed to this, Claude Lanzmann, in the grandiose historical film entitled Shoah (1985), begins his narrative in December 1941 at Chelmno. That tactic may appear brutal, but it is justified.[26] Even after the exploits of the Einsatzgruppen in occupied U.S.S.R., the decision to kill not directly, but through use of gas, marked the crucial turning point in the mechanical slaughter. 

The first gassing using Zyklon B at Auschwitz took place, according to Rudolph Hoess, the commandant of the camp that thus became an extermination camp, on September 3,1941, and the victims were Soviet war prisoners.[27] Those two dates, that of Auschwitz and that of Chelmno, raise two fundamental questions in the debate over continuity or discontinuity. 

It was not the first time in Hitler's Germany that gas was used for the extermination of human beings. As of September 1, 1939 (the date assigned retrospectively), Hitler in person, as the war began, authorized Reichsleiter Bouhler and Dr. Brandt to "grant merciful deaths." This was the beginning of Operation T4, and gas chambers were one of the instruments used for the euthanasia of incurables and the mentally ills.[28] The operation, however, came up against the firm reaction of the Christian clergy, and specifically the Catholic church. The bishop of Münster, Clemens August, Count of Galen, was brave enough to file an official complaint on July 28,1941, and to denounce such murders publicly in a sermon delivered on August 3. Operation T4 was stopped officially on August 24, 1941; it was nevertheless continued on a much smaller scale and with increased secrecy. It had around 100,000 victims. The links between Operation T4 and the extermination of the Jews are twofold and contradictory.[29] Specialized personnel had thus been trained (and would prove their full efficiency at Treblinka), but in --theoretically-- putting a halt to the extermination of incurables,[30] Hitler was also in a better position to unite the country, with a single enemy, "Judeo- Bolshevism." That was a crusade in which pastors and bishops --including the Count of Galen-- were happy to participate, to the extent that they saw it, precisely, as a crusade. In that sense, the stopping of one operation allowed for the realization of the other in an atmosphere of sacred union. 

There can be no doubt that with the invasion of the U.S.S.R, the war changed in nature. There were now two categories of enemy: one, the Slavs, was for the most part slated for slavery (which had already been tried out in Poland); the other, "Judeo- Bolsheviks" against whom a war of extermination was declared.[31] The destruction of the Jews and that of "Communism" were thus twin operations. 

The question is not one of judging what indeed the Stalinist regime was. The word totalitarianism, which is applied by many specialists to the two antagonistic dictatorships may be used to describe an outcome. In certain respects, one may even speak of a more deep-seated system in the case of Stalin than in that of Hitler: the Dimitrov trial was not characterized by the abject confessions of the Moscow trials, and although Leon Trotsky, in August 1937, could accuse a Nazi prosecutor in a Danzig trial brought against a Trotskyist group of drawing his inspiration from Vishinsky,[32] that prosecutor did not obtain the confession of imaginary crimes. That being the case, the historical process was totally different depending on whether one was in one or the other of the two regimes temporarily allied from August 1939 to June 1941. For the Hitlerians, the Stalinist regime represented absolute subversion as well as Jewish gangrene. Inversely, for a Europe occupied by Hitler, Stalin and the Red Army represented the hope of liberation. Those images were all the more forcefully striking in that it was indeed the Red Army that liberated Auschwitz. 

For most historians, however, one question remains difficult to resolve. If the extermination of the Jews was inseparably bound up with the war in the East, it remains to determine in what state of mind --the enthusiasm of early victories, or the growing sense of failure at the end of the fall of 1941-- the fatal decision was taken. The sparse testimony we have brings us to the end of the summer,[33] but the debate continues unresolved. In any event, there is no doubt that it was the ideological war against the U.S.S.R. that served as the motor of the final solution throughout all of Europe. 

There remains a final dilemma for the historian: the relation between the extermination of the Jews and the Gypsies, and the exploitation by forced labor, which concerned both "racial" deportees and "ordinary" interns, the convicts of Dora or Ravensbruck, be they political or common-law prisoners, homosexuals or Jehovah's Witnesses. The question is not simple, and evolved a great deal from the prewar period to the phase of total war. The camps were created by the Nazi regime with the purpose not of forcing men and women to work but of isolating them. No doubt they were obliged to work, but, in Arno Mayer's phrase, their labor was "Sisyphean" and not "productive."[34] A concern for production would gradually appear, above all as of 1940, under the auspices of the WVHA,[35] the Central Office of Economic Administration, an increasingly important sector of the SS state. There was no common measure between such production and "free" work, even as performed by those workers drafted from all over Europe to replace mobilized Germans. Concentration camp labor also served the ends of exhaustion and control. In relation to "free" labor, concentration camp labor, the work of slaves, also had the characteristic of being indefinitely replenishable. What was the situation in the case of the Jews? It is clear that at sites devoted to extermination pure and simple (Chelmno, Sobibor, Belzec, Treblinka), the only available work was the maintenance of the killing machine and the retrieval of possessions from the victims. Himmler, moreover, on the subject of the Warsaw ghetto, echoed the conflict between the "economists" and the exterminators, whose chief he was.[36] But Maidanek and (above all) Auschwitz, which were enormous industrial centers, were living proof that extermination could go on side by side with exploitation by forced labor. The immediate elimination of the weak, the aged, women, and children left only a labor force. There, too, slaves were infinitely available, and it was futile to want to ensure the replenishment and renewal of the labor force through "normal" channels. Between exploitation and extermination there was a tension, never a break. 

It is thus the historian's task to delimit this field of forces. He can not, however, say all, and what he can no doubt least communicate is death as it was experienced by the victims once the doors closed. It is easier to write the history of Buchenwald than of Auschwitz, and easier to write that of Auschwitz than of Treblinka. As Thucydides said, we will never know how each one disappeared. 

3. Discourse-Memory-Truth 


"We are living through the shattering of history." That formula figures on the back cover of volumes in a famous collection entitled --precisely-- Bibliotheque des histoires. Among the transformations that do indeed seem to be calling the unity of the genre into question, pride of place is accorded the attention paid to discourse, not merely to "discursive practices," as they give way to each other in the course of centuries (in Michel Foucault's undertaking), but to the discourse of the figure offering himself as the untouchable bestower of truth, the historian himself. When the Greek Herodotus describes barbarians, what, in fact, is he describing if not Greeks --transformed or inverted Greeks? The Other is constructed on the basis of the Same. One expects to read of the customs and laws of the Persians and Scythians, to discover their physiognomies, and one is confronted with a painting analogous to those of the baroque painter Arcimboldo, who constructed portraits with vegetables, fruits, and flowers.[37] 

The historian writes; he conjures up a place and a time, but he himself is situated in a place and time, at the center of a nation, for example, which entails the elimination of other nations. As a writer, he has depended at length solely on written texts, which has simultaneously entailed the elimination of oral or gestural manifestations, the booty of the anthropologist.[38] 

The historian writes, and that writing is neither neutral nor transparent. It is rooted in literary forms, even rhetorical figures which distance allows one to detect. Thus in the nineteenth century, Michelet is an author of realist novels, Ranke of realist comedies, Tocqueville of realist tragedies, and J. Burckhardt of realist satires. As for Marx, he is a philosophical apologist for history in the mode of metonymy and synecdoche.[39] Who can regret the historian's loss of innocence, the fact that he has been taken as an object or that he takes himself as an object of study? It remains the case nonetheless that if historical discourse is not connected --by as many intermediate links as one likes-- to what may be called, for lack of a better term, reality, we may still be immersed in discourse, but such discourse would no longer be historical. 

Writing is not the only historical mode.[40] Why is Shoah a great work of history rather than a collection of tales?[41] It is neither a novelistic recreation like Holocaust,[42] nor a documentary --only a single document from the period is read in it, concerning the trucks at Chelmno-- but a film in which men of today speak of the past. With Jewish survivors expressing themselves in a space that was once that of death, while trains no longer leading to the gas chambers roll on, and former Nazis sketching their past exploits, the witnesses reconstruct a past that was all too real; testimonial accounts overlap and confirm each other in the barest of voices and diction. We are, in brief, given absolute proof that the historian is also an artist. 

Within this shattered realm of historical discourse, how is one to situate the "revisionist" enterprise? Its perfidiousness lies precisely in its seeming to be precisely what it is not, an attempt to write and think through history. It is not a matter of constructing a true narrative. Nor is it one of revising the alleged accomplishments of historical science. There is nothing more natural than the "revision" of history, and nothing more ordinary. Time itself modifies the perspective not only of the historian but of the lay individual as well. La Bataille du rail is a film produced in 1946 as a true discourse about the resistance of the railway workers. Anyone viewing it again today[43] recognizes in it the description of an ideal world in which everyone, from engineers to lampmen, are united in the effort to dupe the enemy. The history of the deportation also has its share of dross. Mythical thinking and propaganda played their role, as well at times as a certain rivalry between non-Jews and Jews (once analyzed by O. Wormser-Migot), with the former claiming equality of suffering with the latter.[44] 

But denying history is not the same as revising it. The case of Faurisson is not new in this regard. In 1690, the Reverend Father Jean Hardouin (1646-1729), a great scholar, began denying the authenticity of the majority of the extant works of Greek and Latin literature, whether classical or Christian. Both Virgil's Aeneid and the works of Saint Augustine were said to be forgeries fabricated in the fourteenth century by heretical monks. The grounds for that "hypothesis": the great heresiarchs, Wyclif in the fourteenth century and Luther and Calvin in the sixteenth, all drew on Saint Augustine. His disappearance would entail Virgil's. Revisionism would progress in the service of ideology.[45] 

The method of today's "revisionists," the deniers, has often been analyzed. As Nadine Fresco and Jacques Baynac have written:[46] "Curious historians indeed these individuals who instead of attempting 'to know the precise unfolding of events,' act as judges of 'criminal evidence' in a trial taking place only because they deny the existence of the object of litigation and who, when a verdict is due, will be led to declare false every trace of evidence contrary to the a priori from which they refuse to budge."[47] 

It is perhaps not without use to return to those methods and to demonstrate how Faurisson, an expert on literature, works to strip discourse of its reality. 

The diary of the SS physician Johann Paul Kremer,[48] who practiced at Auschwitz from August 30 to November 18, 1942, is certainly not, as Faurisson's publishers write, "the final argument of those for whom the 'gas chambers' would have existed,"[49] but it is an important, authentic, firsthand document concerning that relatively early period of the extermination at Auschwitz. Kremer mentioned the gassings only once directly, on March 1, 1943, when he was already back in Münster: "Having returned to register at the shop of the shoemaker Grevsmühl, I saw a tract of the German Socialist[?] party there, which had been sent to him and in which it was said that we had already liquidated two million Jews by shooting or by gassing." This is in no way challenged by him, and he was in a good position to know.[50] At Auschwitz, he wrote in the semi-coded language prevalent in the SS administration of the camp. He spoke not of classical or Christian. Both Virgil's gassings, but of "special actions." But he did not conceal his horror. Auschwitz is said to be worse than Dante's Hell; it is the "camp of annihilation," the anus mundi, that is, the place at which all the world's excrement is unloaded.[51] 

On two occasions,[52] Faurisson attempted to explain that Hell, annihilation, and anus of the world in terms of typhus alone. Kremer, however, had explained his text with perfect clarity, during his trials in both Poland and the German Federal Republic. "Special actions" included gassings. Concerning Faurisson's "explanation," I have written the following,[53] which I repeat: "On the level he most cherishes, that of philological precision and accurate translation, Faurisson's interpretation is incoherent; on the level of intellectual ethics and scientific probity, it is bogus." A great advocate of public debates, Faurisson, however, when he claimed to answer me, did not try to challenge my reasoning, concluding that he had already said enough on the subject in Mémoire en défense, which had been published in the interim.[54] But in his own camp, or rather in his own sect --I have received more than one proof of this-- not every one reached the same conclusion. Thus the ingenuous Jean-Gabriel Cohn-Bendit, who, contrary to his friends, proclaimed himself an "exterminationist," but said he did not believe in gas chambers.[55] The core of his intervention concerned the meaning of the word Sonderaktion, "special action," which is normally interpreted as designating selection for the gas chamber, an interpretation all the more natural in that it is the one given by Kremer himself. Here, for instance, is his entry on October 12, 1942 in the German original and in Faurisson's almost literally correct translation:[56] 

2. Schutzimpfung gegen Typhus; danach abends starke allegemeinreaktion (Fieber). Trotzdem in der Nacht noch bei einer Sonderaktion aus Holland (1 600 Personen) zugegen. Schauerliche Szene vor dem letzten Bunker (Hössler)! Das war die 10. Sonderaktion. 

Which translates: 

2. Preventive typhus vaccination; after that, in the evening, a strong general reaction (fever). Despite this, that night, I was present at still another special action on people comma from Holland (1,600 individuals). Terrifying scenes m front of the last bunker (Hössler)! It was the tenth special action. 

For J.-G. Cohn-Bendit, the crucial word is aus, "out of": he interprets "eine Sonderaktion aus Holland" as "a convoy coming from Holland." And it is that little word that allows him to justify Faurisson and his defender Chomsky: this "Sonderaktion" would have no connection with gas chambers. But then why need he be present (zugegen) for a convoy? Why is a convoy an action? And why would a "special action" be performed on women comma from the camp itself? J.-G. Cohn- Bendit extricates himself from this last difficulty by imagining that the women were being transferred to another camp; but why transfer women who had reached the last stages of physical debilitation --that is the meaning of the word Muslims used by Kremer-- to another Lager, whereas the logic of murder is fully coherent? J.-G. Cohn-Bendit's interpretation thus collapses. But what is interesting is that Faurisson supported this interpretation, which is so different from his own.[57] In former times, cosmologies were concerned with "saving the phenomena," accounting, for example, for the apparent movement of the sun The revisionists, for their part, who are so willfully "materialist,'; are concerned with saving nonphenomena. Any interpretation will do provided it is a denial. They function in a realm of empty discourse. 

Precisely the same problem is raised by the doctoral thesis defense at Nantes on June 15, 1985, by Henri Roques, concerning the Confessions" of Kurt Gerstein.[58] 

The intention of the dissertation's author --a retired agrarian engineer, a militant of the anti-Semitic extreme right, and a disciple of Faurisson more than of the professors who "directed" and Judged his thesis-- was enunciated by him with utter clarity on the day of his defence. 

Céline, our great Louis-Ferdinand Céline, came up with a magnificent adjective to characterize the gas chambers. In his post-war correspondence (perhaps with Albert Paraz), he spoke of the "magical gas chambers." Indeed, to penetrate the world of the gas chambers, a master magician was needed, and Kurt Gerstein fit the bill perfectly. With him, as with others, the gas chambers became immaterial and the fascination they exercised grew with their immateriality. I have attempted to break that magic circle. I have considered and examined the Gerstein document in six versions like any other document to which one would ascribe historical value.[59] 

But that is precisely what Henri Roques does not do. In a thesis that is in the order of literature (or, as Faurisson would say, the "criticism of texts and documents"), he lays out, to be sure, the six versions of the testimony, which are crammed with implausibilities and contradictions, but does not ask the only important question: are there or are there not testimony and documents attesting to Kurt Gerstein's actual presence at a gassing at Belzec? Now such --direct or indirect-- testimony exists and is perfectly cogent. Such is the case in particular of the testimony, which was supplied on several occasions, of his traveling companion, the (Nazi) professor of medicine W. Pfannenstiel.[60] The problem is so clear that even the Germanist Jean-Paul Allard, who chaired the thesis jury with evident sympathy for the candidate,[61] could not forgo questioning him on the subject. 

But the matter should be stated clearly: in itself, a narrative account does not contain proof that it is (partially or totally) truthful or mendacious. Even testimony as direct and factual as Dr. J. P. Kremer's diary must be interpreted in light of its context. A few years ago, a deciphering of the diary of the architect H. A. A. Legrand, who died insane in Limoges in 1876, was published. That diary, which is written in a script of the author's invention, contains a meticulous reproduction and transcription (including the postage stamps) of the author's correspondence with the circle of women who loved him.[62] Those women bore illustrious names and titles. It has not been possible to identify, even at a far more modest level, a single one of them. The most plausible hypothesis is that this "love circle" is purely and simply phantasmatic. This is not at all the case, however, for Gerstein, who, to be sure, was not the ideal witness dreamed of by criminal court judges, but whose account has been amply verified.[63] Once again, "revisionism" appears as a concerted derealization of discourse, and its literature is a pastiche, a parody of History,[64] 

4. The Sect 


At the core of contemporary "revisionism" in France, there have, of course, been personalities such as Paul Rassinier[65] or Robert Faurisson and, since 1978, there has above all been the relentless and pathological work of an extreme-left-wing revolutionary group, La Vieille Taupe. It was initially a bookstore, from 1965 to 1972, and an excellent resource for those seeking rare brochures of ancient or modern revolutionary dissent, having acquired the estate of Marx's prewar publisher Costes. The bookstore --founded by Pierre Guillaume, a former militant of Socialisme ou Barbarie, who moved to the subgroup Pouvoir ouvrier (along with J.-F. Lyotard and P. Souyiri)-- became in turn, in September 1967, a new informal subgroup.[66] La Vieille Taupe had a turbulent history, but managed to attract such traveling companions as La Jeune Taupe or La Guerre Sociale, all of which are convinced they are more or less sole heirs to the revolutionary tradition. 

The history of revolutionary sects in France has not been written, but it may be surmised that of all of them, the most important, through the influence it exercised, was that which crystallized around Socialisme ou Barbarie (SOB), from 1949 to 1965. 

SOB was born as a tendency of the (Trotskyist) Internationalist Communist party, a tendency led above all by Cornelius Castoriadis and Claude Lefort, and which broke with Trotskyism on the basis of a radical critique of Soviet radical critique of Soviet bureaucracy.[67] It became absurd to criticize Stalinism ferociously and at the same time to call for an unconditional defense of the U.S.S.R., "a bureaucratic deformation of a worker state." The U.S.S.R. was a class society, even if the bureaucracy, the ruling class of a totalitarian society, was not to be confused with a bourgeoisie it had effectively destroyed. 

SOB lived the life of all sects, traversed by tensions, marked by breaks and reconciliations. What were the stakes? It may be said that the group, an "organ of criticism and revolutionary orientation," was at once a "philosophical society," a place for the theoretical analysis of contemporary societies --and in this domain its role was incomparable-- and, in purpose, the core of a Leninist-style revolutionary party --and in that it could only fail, any sect with dreams of becoming a church and of creating a new orthodoxy being "destined as a result to provoke a new reformation."[68] 

It was around those issues that the most violent forms of dissidence within the group occurred: the "anti-party" tendency of Claude Lefort in 1958; the "proletarian" dissidence of Pouvoir ouvrier, after the majority's break with Marxism in 1963. The ideas of SOB, those of worker-run factories, for example, of the break with political apparatuses, of the analysis of the opposition between the "rulers" and the "ruled," exploded in May 1968 after the disappearance of the journal.[69] 

What does La Vieille Taupe owe to its prehistory? Certainly the retrospective refusal, which came from Trotskyism, of the antifascist consensus on which the resistance to Nazism had been based (the Trotskyists resisted, but on their own, and according to internationalist principles that were rather difficult to apply); certainly as well, and this was specific to Socialisme ou Barbarie, the idea that the revolutionary struggle had to be fought against bureaucratic terrorism as well as against capitalist domination. But on two levels they innovated. First, by seeking --unlike SOB, which had functioned in sectarian solitude, and unlike those members of the extreme left who isolate themselves in scientific critical thought[70]-- to penetrate the jungle of the mass media.[71] And then, in 1970, La Vieille Taupe rallied to the positions of Paul Rassinier.[72] From this it derived the most radical deductions. In the view of La Vieille Taupe, there was no specificity to the Hitler experience among the gallery of modern tyrannies: the concentration camps could only be exploitation camps, in the economic sense of the word, and, as a result, the extermination camps could not have existed since, in all due logic, they should not have existed. 

On this were grafted two theoretically adventitious elements that were to end up being crucial. The first is the perverse and megalomaniacal personality of an individual, Pierre Guillaume, who was convinced that he understood the secrets of world revolution and, in addition, of world capitalism, since he attempted to make a financial killing for his group in Brazil, which he regarded as the heart of capitalist growth,[73] and above all the will to publicity through scandal, which was a break with the practice of revolutionary "groupuscules." On that terrain, P. Guillaume and his friends encountered a man who could not care less for world revolution, but who, in the service of a mad anti-Semitic passion, entertained personal dreams of scandalous glory: Robert Faurisson. 

But the audience addressed by La Vieille Taupe through various media and tracts, periodicals, cassettes, and comic books that it distributed and continues to distribute is also totally uninterested in world revolution. Only a few young people, concerned lest they be fooled by what they assumed was "official" propaganda, could in any way be sensitive to the revisionist thesis. To work at the level of the mass media, they had to ally themselves theoretically and practically with the only groups for whom such a position had ideological interest: the anti-Semitic far right (of either fundamentalist Catholic[74] or paleo- or neo-Nazi[75] stripe) and the fraction of the Arab Islamic world struggling --for good or bad reasons- - against Israel. In both cases an alliance was attempted and sealed. In 1986, after the Roques affair, the Front National was the only important political group to support that Nazi intellectual and his analyses. The publication in 1986 of W. Stäglich's Nazi volume The Myth of Auschwitz sealed the first alliance, and the indefatigable activity of Vincent Monteil[76] has contributed what it can toward the establishment of the second.[77] 

On occasion La Vieille Taupe has issued a reminder that it is not anti-Semitic, that it has published two works by Bernard Lazare, the first of which, L'Antisémitisme, son histoire et ses causes, has regularly been used by anti-Semites, but the second of which, Contre l'antisémitisme,[78] escapes that accusation. It has indulged in grandiloquent proclamations that leave no doubt as to the megalomania of their author: "The proletarians of La Vieille Taupe, without any pleasure, have been obliged to become historians, jurists, sociologists, psychologists, anthropologists, publishers, distributors, and militants, all functions alien to them, but which have allowed them to accomplish a labor it would have taken the employees of the university years to assimilate." It has also issued solemn declarations: "At present the myth is dead.... We have no calling to continue activities that have been imposed on us by necessity."[79] With the exception of à brief intervention at the time of the Polish crisis in December 1981, it does not appear to have been engaged in anything else. 

But ideological positions have their own logic. That of a delusion concerning a plot (by the Jews, to be sure). In 1980 Faurisson was prepared to write that there was no conspiracy:[80] "It would seem more precise to say that a myth was forged, a kind of patriotic religion in which truth and falsehood were combined in varying doses by the victors of the last war."[81] He has just put his name to a tract (in the spring of 1987) in which he explains that the "lie of Auschwitz" was born in April 1944 in central Europe and that there are "five principal parties" --all of them Jews, to be sure-- who bear responsibility. "For details, contact Robert Faurisson."[82] A tract that is perhaps not directly the work of La Vieille Taupe, but that was plainly inspired by it as well as by the work of the late Paul Rassinier, calmly explains that the Jews were responsible for the Second World War, that through the agency of Israel they will provoke a third one, and that so fictitious is the tale of their extermination that they can be seen in every quarter: "Every 'miraculous' escapee is proof that their story about the extermination is garbage."[83] At the head of all its publications, La Vieille Taupe reprints the maxim: "The terrible thing about looking for the truth is that one finds it." What is terrible, in fact, is that La Vieille Taupe has glaringly revealed the truth about itself. 

5. History and the Nation 


Let us now take the problem up at a higher level, that of nations. 

In the nineteenth century and during a large part of our own century, history has been one of the modes of expression of nation-states.[84] In France that organic relation has practically disappeared. The consensus expressed in both (small and large) editions of Lavisse's Histoire de France[85] has ceased to exist, and the teaching of history in primary school along with it. But if such is the case for France and a few other countries, it is far from being the general case, and an instrumental exploitation of history that, to be sure, is not limited to the nation is common among "scholars" as well as professional propagandists. History seems to be a vast storeroom of props in which one is free, when the need is felt, to come up with authorization to fish out one file or another, with an implicit ban on producing any others. It is even the case, moreover, that this very pragmatic conception of history has been amply justified in theory.[86] 

The worst of all historiographies is plainly state historiography, and governments rarely confess to having been criminal. Perhaps the most painful case of this sort is that of Turkish historiography concerning the Armenian genocide of 1915. Nothing could be more normal than for the Turks to insist on the wartime situation, on the support many Armenians voiced for the Russian offensive, on the local conflicts between Armenians and their neighbors, in which the Armenians did not always behave like the lamb in La Fontaine's fable. But the Turks do not stop there: they offer the very exemplar of a historiography of denial. Let us put ourselves in the position of Armenian minorities throughout the world. Imagine now Faurisson as a minister, Faurisson as a general, an ambassador, or an influential member of the United Nations; imagine Faurisson responding in the press each time it is a question of the genocide of the Jews, in brief, a state-sponsored Faurisson combined with an international Faurisson, and along with it, Talaat-Himmler having his solemn mausoleum in the capital.[87] 

The Israeli case, on the other hand, presents several complex features. Although more than one present-day leader of Israel who was of age (and in particular Prime Minister Y. Shamir) belonged to a group --the Stern gang-- which preferred fighting the British and even offering the Hitlerians their collaboration rather than fighting against Nazism, Israel has made instrumental use of Hitler's genocide --spatially, since Mount Herzl, topped by the grave of the founder of Zionism, is the site of the monument, library, synagogue, and research center of Yad Vashem, devoted to the genocide; and temporally, since one of its holidays is the Day of the Shoah.[88] That is merely one aspect of the commemoration of the slaughter. A country at once ancient and young (Altneuland, in Herzl's word), a people "chosen" for glory and suffering and which Zionism has not succeeded --as planned-​in "normalizing," Israel has witnessed a proliferation of what, in the United States, are called "memorial foundations," some of which, to be sure, are dedicated to the victims of the genocide. But the issue is not there, nor is it in the scientific character of Israeli historiography. The research conducted at the Yad Vashem Institute is as good as any in the world, albeit with an occasionally nationalist orientation.[89] In Israel there are ways other than holidays, monuments, volumes of history, and museums[90] to commemorate the great massacre: trials --Eichmann's and more recently J. Demanjuk's[?]-- also serve the organization of memory But above all the Shoah serves as a perpetual self-justification in all domains, in legitimizing the slightest border incident as marking a renewal of the massacre, in assimilating the Palestinians (toward whom the Israelis, all the same, are guilty of undeniable wrongs) to the SS. The result has been effective --even though the great majority of Israel's inhabitants has had no direct experience of Nazi persecution-- but some prefer to hear no more of those tragic days, and one can even find here and there in Israel a Faurisson disciple! On the other hand, in the Diaspora Israel is frequently judged only in the light of the Nazi experience, which is not a particularly lofty perspective for the state. Visiting a camp for Palestinian prisoners at El Ansar in l 983, Bernard Kouchner and Monique Donabedian observed: "At El Ansar, there is no gas chamber, and prisoners know that they will leave it alive."[91] Such a justification seems rather weak. 

Germany, or rather the German empire during the Hitler period, was, par excellence, a place of torture. Since 1945, it has been a place, par excellence, for the Schuldfrage, the question of guilt, as Karl Jaspers called it in 1946.[92] Germany, or rather the Federal Republic. Austria, from the outset, considered itself an innocent victim, exactly like the other countries invaded by Hitler, a circumstance that has had such far-flung consequences as the Waldheim affair.[93] As for the DDR, it has concluded that the 1945 split, characterized by the destruction of the power of the traditional ruling classes and their replacement by a bureaucracy, has freed it from assuming its share of the Hitlerian legacy.[94] 

There has been nothing comparable in the Federal Republic; instead Auschwitz, taken as a symbol, has provoked widespread reflection in all domains --cultural,[95] artistic, and historical. The Institute for Contemporary History in Munich is presently the world center for the study of the Third Reich and Hitler's genocide. This may be easily explained. Between Germans and Jews, from 1933 to 1945, the relation had not simply been one of persecutors and persecuted, or of destroyers and those destroyed, as was the case for the Gypsies. What the Nazis wanted (and this is perfectly expressed by the ideology of the SS)[96] was to replace the Jews in their mythological role as chosen people, which had been a subject of fascination for nations on the rise ever since the time of the Enlightenment. In that sense, Nazism may be said to be a perversa imitatio,[97] a perverse imitation of the image of the Jewish people. It was a matter of breaking with Abraham, and consequently also with Jesus, and searching for a new lineage among the Aryans. Intellectually, the New Right in France today does not argue any differently.[98] 

The fact that German nationalism, of either traditional or Hitlerian stripe, should react to the obsessive presence of the Schuldfrage, that it should contest a historiography that it regarded as merely prolonging the propaganda of the anti- Hitlerian émigrés[99] was only to be expected. Since the "revisionists" have decided that only Nazi books were worthy of being believed, on condition that they not be by repentant Nazis, let us open up Stäglich's volume, which is far more adroit, to be sure, than Faurisson's, and that in addition has the merit of being frank. It was written against those "groups which, through their financial power, control a large sector of the news," the Elders of Zion, of course. It evokes that period "when the German people, impelled by most dire necessity, attempted to forge an autonomous path toward the future," which was the path of national socialism, of course. As for those historians who have disseminated the "official image of Auschwitz," "they are all Jews, which would explain the partiality of their works."[100] This is only an extreme example of a "revisionist" literature that, for obvious reasons, is the most significant in the world and that enjoys the most extensive printings.[101] Its central theme is simple and clear: from Versailles to Nuremberg,[102] the German people has been subjected to an immense injustice that it is now a manner of righting by cleansing that people of the slander heaped upon it. This is the thesis of the dagger in the back, but extended to infinity. All this, in fact, is logical and merely transcribes the simple "truth" expressed by one of the witnesses questioned in L. Boekel's film, The Spy Who Came in from the Far-Right, on his reaction to the semi-revisionist works of the British historian David Irving: "I think it is good for Germany." What has been transpiring in Germany since 1985 --forty years after the surrender-- and more specifically since President Reagan's symbolic visit to the military cemetery of Bitburg in May of the same year is quite different in significance. Authors like Stäglich and Kern are merely preaching to the already convinced, combat veterans desperate for national honor, for example. 

The "Quarrel" about which I will now say a few words[103] is a quite different affair. To my knowledge, it is unparalleled in contemporary German historiography. Its participants are the elite of the German intelligentsia. It concerns not merely historians, but at least one philosopher, J. Habermas, and a number of political personalities. It has made its way into both scholarly works and the popular press. It is still evolving, in both Germany and in the world of letters, whence the necessarily tentative aspect of the following remarks. 

It appears that the powderkeg was ignited by Ernst Nolte, a well-known historian of fascism, in an article about "A Past That Will Not Pass Away," which appeared in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung of June 6, 1986, and was an abbreviated journalistic version of an extended study that had appeared in English the previous year.[104] At the same time two essays were published in a book by the historian A. Hillgruber: A Double Disappearance: The Destruction of the German Reich and the End of the Jews in Europe.[105] The debate was further complicated by an article by Martin Broszat, the head of the functionalist school, which was billed as a "Plea for a Historicization of National-Socialism."[106] The debate itself was in fact initiated by Habermas, an heir to the Frankfurt School. He denounced a "kind of liquidation of damages: the apologetic tendencies in German historiography relative to the contemporary period."[107] 

What were the stakes of this debate? In fact, they were numerous. Let us say straightaway that none of these authors is a "revisionist" in the sense shared by Faurisson and Stäglich. All accept the great massacre of the Hitler period as an uncontestable given. The question raised is first of all that of the relativity of the crime, and that has been done principally by Nolte. Historical relativity: the entire history of the revolutionary and socialist left (since the French Revolution) has been that of the projected annihilation of its political and social adversary. The reaction from the right was no more than a reaction to what the left had effectively achieved, from Lenin's seizing of power to the liquidation of the kulaks, from the gulag to the mass murders perpetrated by Pol Pot and his regime in Cambodia. 

As for the Hitlerian genocide, that "Asiatic" undertaking, according to Nolte and his disciples, is to be explained, and ultimately even justified, in terms as much of a contagion spreading from the East as of a fear of the Bolshevik threat: did not Hitler identify Jews with Bolsheviks ? Germany was a victim at the same time it was an executioner: that is a constant theme of nationalist literature that, to be sure, goes further than Nolte and speaks of crimes suffered and not crimes perpetrated. But already in 1983, the Greens, in their "Accusation Against the Nuclear Powers," forgetting that the destruction of Coventry dated from 1940, had accused the Western Allies of having decided, on January 14, 1943, "to proceed with the indiscriminate bombardment of German cities, thus revoking the rule of conduct, which had been the basis of international law previously respected [sic], stipulating that civilian populations were to be spared."[108] Hiroshima and future Hiroshimas would thus allow us to forget Treblinka, even as the crimes of Stalin would justify those of Adolf Hitler. 

The question raised is finally one of German identity, German history, and its continuity or discontinuity. The problem is at once historical, ethical, and psychological: how is one to reintegrate twelve years under Hitler, during which --as Martin Broszat has properly noted-- the Germans not only slaughtered but lived their lives? Can a country without history live? Such was the question raised by M. Stürmer already before the Quarrel. It was Habermas, in his first article, who explained that the constitutional pact of 1949, which had tethered Germany to democracy, was the basis for contemporary patriotism. All these questions are worth raising. Some of them, all the same, are troubling. Ever since Thucydides, it has been common to explain war as a result of fear.[109] Nazi fear in the face of the communists was indeed real,[110] but it was also completely insane given Stalin's foreign policy, which sought to avoid war. It is a serious matter for a historian such as Nolte to make use of perfectly worthless items from the revisionist arsenal. Like Rassinier, Faurisson, and Kern, he draws on a wild bit of polemic by an American, T. Kauffman, published "in 1940" and entitled Germany Must Perish, as well as on an alleged declaration of war by Chaim Weizmann, in the name of world Judaism, in September 1939.[111] No one has ever suggested that the American army, following Kauffman's proposal, ever sterilized a single German; to place on the same level a fantasied crime and a real one, the Marquis de Sade and Adolf Hitler, is a sophism unworthy of a historian. 

This does not mean that German history is not to be written anew, like any other national history; nor does it mean that the genocide of the Jews should not be inserted into a history that would be simultaneously German,[112] European, and worldwide, and thus compared and confronted and even, if possible, explained. But from there to justifying it? 

6. Auschwitz and the Third World 


There is nothing more common, nothing more sadly banal in human history than massacres. The Assyrians perpetrated theirs while piling heads into pyramids. The Israelites, on order from Yahweh, declared enemy peoples anathema: "Therefore go forth and strike Amalek, declare him anathema along with all he possesses; be without mercy for him; kill men and women, children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys."[113] Moreover, King Saul (in the eleventh century B.C.) was punished by Yahweh for not having completed the task. Thus it is that the "chosen people" is occasionally credited with having invented genocide, and Hitler probably had that image in mind. It is also the case that contemporary historians malignly reinvoke that tradition of extermination."[114] They forget that the practice was reciprocal in the region. What Yahweh commanded the Israelites was ordered by Camos to his people at the expense of the Israelites: "And I killed everything, seven thousand men and children, and free women, and girls and slaves, whom I consecrated to Astor-Camos."[115] But the Bible remains part of our culture. It is of little use to continue, recalling Tamerlane or, above all, the extermination of the American Indians during the sixteenth century, through direct slaughter or bacterial contagion, the tragic consequence of the unification of the planet. 

These parallels are of relatively little weight, because, with the possible exception of the American Indians, they are part of our culture, not of our memory. But already the example of the Indians and that of the black victims of slavery reveal that Auschwitz or Treblinka may not be perceived in all quarters as they are by us. 

It nonetheless remains the case that --quite normally in our country and in the nearest Third World communities, those of North Africa, but also in the "Third World that begins in our suburbs," according to Alain Geismar's formula-- the image of Auschwitz and of Hitler's massacres cannot but have evolved. Let us attempt to indicate a few stages and a few memories. 

I personally entered the fight against the Algerian war and specifically against torture[116] --which was not, as we soon came to realize, the worst part of it-- with a constant point of reference: the obsessive memory of our national injustices -- particularly the Dreyfus Affair-- and of the Nazi crimes of torture and extermination. The reference to other crimes, those of colonialism, only came later, as part of a growing historical awareness. 

That reference to Nazism remained in effect throughout the war. For instance, the day after the Paris pogrom of October 17, 1961 (I still regard use of that term as appropriate), a certain number of intellectuals, including myself, at the behest of Les Temps modernes, Jean-Paul Sartre's journal, signed a manifesto, m which one could read: "By remaining passive, French citizens would become complicitous in the racist explosion whose theatre Paris has now become; we refuse to make any distinction between the Algerians piled up at the Palais des Sports while waiting to be 'dispatched' and the Jews stored at Drancy before their deportation." Needless to say, if the crimes committed on October 17 and the following days were abominable, the formula was absurd: repatriated in the "douars of their homeland," the Algerians did not go to Treblinka. But the logic of the protest was understood. I recall the refusal of one would-be signatory, the former minister René Capitant. The Algerians, he told us, were militants. The Jews were pure victims. Fundamentally, it was he who was right. 

In the two camps confronting each other at the time, fantasies of extermination were given free rein, but they were only fantasies. Thus a Paris city councilor, Monsieur Alex Moscovitch, could declare, on October 27, at the Hotel de Ville: "All these agents of the enemy should be expelled from the territory of metropolitan France. We have been requesting permission to do so for two years already. What we need is quite simple and quite clear: authorization, and enough boats. The problem of sinking those boats is, alas, not within the jurisdiction of the Paris City Council."[117] That project, at least, was not executed. I prefer, nevertheless, to have been in the opposite camp. 

What were the arguments at the time of lawyer Jacques Vergès, who was already what he is today: a cynical intermediary between the worlds of terrorism and the courts? Along with the members of his collective, he demanded, at the very least, Nuremberg for Algeria.[118] In November 1961, he wrote publicly to Dr. Servatius, who had just defended Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem:[119] "In arrogating to yourselves the right to judge Eichmann, you are creating a precedent for those colonized peoples interested in judging their former masters, you told the judges of Israel. But did you think that so numerous a new clientele was already in the offing --that of the neo-colonialists? You certainly did, since despite the 45,000 fresh corpses in the Constantinois, you did not think of making that comparison in 1946."[120] The allusion to the massacres of 1945, which had occurred amidst the enthusiasm of victory, is significant, but it is also remarkable that the Jerusalem trial served as a point of reference. In Vergès's eyes, Israel, at the time, was the symbol not of colonialism but of decolonization. 

In those days, in any event, the word genocide often was heard, particularly from the mouths of the Algerian lawyers Maîtres Oussedik and Ben Abdallah, and everyone saw in it an allusion to the genocide of the Jews. I myself did not employ the word, but I could quote texts that I signed or declarations I made in which the idea surfaced. 

The Vietnam War followed the Algerian war as a point of fixation for intellectual and student protest --we approach the period in which the street slogan "CRS-SS" could be heard. On December 1, 1967, the Russell Tribunal, meeting at Roskilde (Denmark) condemned the United States for genocide of the Vietnamese people. As a founder (along with Laurent Schwartz, who was one of the judges) of the National Vietnam Committee, I unsuccessfully intervened to try to prevent a decision that I did not find reasonable. In the December issue of Les Temps modernes, Jean-Paul Sartre published his report on genocide, in which, pressured by the Turkish judge and his Pakistani colleague, he had stricken the history of the Armenian genocide from the pages of history. Such is the serenity of "justice." 

It has always seemed difficult to me to situate colonial war crimes in relation to those of the Nazis. Responding to General Massu, I wrote, in 1972, that he was "less guilty than Eichmann and more guilty than Klaus Barbie."[121] As far as the number of victims went, I was certainly right. It is even correct to say that many of those victims were innocent according to the French law of the time. There remained, however, the case of the children of Izieu and their fate, which I was unaware of at the time, the only crime of which Klaus Barbie personally claimed to be innocent. 

In the interim, the image of Israel had undergone a profound change, not in the Arab countries, for which the country constituted a foreign colony implanted in the Arab world, consisting of former "protégés" (dhimmi) who had banded together to form a state, but in Africa, in a large part of the Third World, and for all that was designated in vague terms as the new European left. That representation corresponded to facts that were by no means mythical. Israel prior to 1967 was, to be sure, a society built through a colonial process,[122] but it was not or was only very incompletely (as a result of the expulsion of the majority of the Palestinians) a colonial society. The conquest of the rest of Palestine created two societies locked in a mortal embrace and resulted in their rapid evolution toward a situation of apartheid. Even today the process has not been completed, but how is one to deny the evidence? Now the Israelis were Jews, which was not a favorable sign in the Arab world, which was a matter of indifference for a large part of the Third World, and which, from having been a positive sign in Europe, after the great massacre, was tending, according to a classical process, to reverse itself: once again the victims were becoming executioners. Already in 1967, a German newspaper of the extreme right, Deutsche National und Soldatenzeitung, ran the headline: "The Israeli Auschwitz in the Desert." Israel appeared as the enemy of the Third World. The reasoning underlying that schema involved, to be sure, some enormous simplifications. The idea of a Third World that would be pure suffering opposed to a purely exploitative West masks a number of essential conflicts. Should Saudi Arabia, for example, be taken as a Third World country? It was forgotten that black slaves had been sold and delivered by their black masters and that the Arabs had played a crucial role in that trade. Bloody events in Rwanda, Indonesia, and Cambodia revealed that the Third World had attained, dare I say, the dignity of genocide. And what is one to say of the current war between Iraq (which was the agressor) and Iran, which has been going on since 1980? 

The Israeli invasion of Lebanon on June 7, 1982, the massacres of Sabra and Shatila in September, under the protection of the Israeli army, aggravated matters for Israel and, as a result, for the Jews. Not that the invasion had been, as was said at the time, a "genocide of the Lebanese-Palestinian people," and not that the siege of Beirut could be compared with the destruction of the Warsaw ghetto. But we were all the same able to see Annie Kriegel at the time attempting to play Faurisson, walking, as it were, both sides of the street: trying to explain, on the one hand, that the number of victims at Sabra and Shatila was in fact infinitesimal and, on the other, suggesting that the real killers might well have been not the Phalangists allied with Israel, but quite simply the Russians.[123] And to be sure, following the massacres, there was the enormous demonstration in Tel Aviv, the only true protest against the war in Lebanon, as well as a commission of inquiry --which was infinitely more responsible and more serious than the "Commission de sauvegarde" established by Guy Mollet in 1957-- but the innocence of Israel was dead. 

None is this is retrospective. The worst crimes that might be committed by Israel would not be justified by Treblinka, but conversely they do not change a single bit the totally criminal nature of Auschwitz and Treblinka. The present may transform the image of what the past was; it has no possibility of transforming the past itself in its reality. But it is true that men no more live on truth alone than on bread. 

The Klaus Barbie trial (May 11-July 4, 1987) was going to put that change of values to the test. Before surrounding himself (as if to symbolize the unity of the Third World) with a Congolese lawyer, Maître M'Bemba, and an Algerian lawyer, Maître Bouaïta, between Bolivia's delivery (or sale) of Barbie on February 6, 1983 and the opening of the trial in May of 1987, Maître Vergès had carefully prepared the terrain. 

It was to be a trial between the France that had emerged (quite distantly) from the Resistance and the Nazi police chief, the expediter of Jewish adults and children, a torturer and murderer of members of the Resistance. It was a trial with multiple parties, since it introduced the France of Vichy and that of the Algerian war, the state of Israel posited as a symbol of evil, on an equal footing with the Nazi state, the Jewish "collaboration" and a West guilty in its entirety of colonialism, not to mention a Resistance movement whose tensions and even betrayals it distorted with a number of perfectly monstrous accusations.[124] The Algerian war served as a launching pad. After recalling that he was bringing suit on behalf of Algerian clients for "crimes against humanity, Vergès declared to an Algerian weekly in Paris, which was devoting an issue to the twenty-fifth anniversary of the pogrom of October 17, 1961, that the high court of appeal should state "whether a crime against humanity is only a crime committed by some Nazis against some Jews, or whether it involves a crime that is far more serious, far more current, and far more frightening for the future: the crime committed by imperialists against peoples struggling for their liberation."[125] Some Nazis, some Jews: the words were not chosen accidentally; they were part of a rewriting of history. Vergès was to pursue that campaign in Algeria in April 1987,[126] which resulted in the publication between April and June, of some violently anti-Semitic attacks (directed in particular against Jean Daniel) in the Algerian weeklies Algérie-Actualité and Révolution africaine. 

But beyond the "Vergès case,"[127] it is true that the Klaus Barbie trial ran up against some unbearable contradictions from which no one quite managed to extricate himself.[128] 

There were contradictions in the accusation. Barbie was indicted and judged for "crimes against humanity" (it was the first such trial in France). But what is a crime against humanity? According to the statute of the international military tribunal at Nuremberg (Article 6c) it was a matter of "atrocities or crimes including, but not restricted to, murder, extermination, enslavement, deportation, imprisonment, torture, rape or other inhuman acts committed against any civilian population, or persecution for political, racial, or religious reasons, with or without violation of the internal laws of the country in which such acts were perpetrated." But there is a kind of crime against humanity that is, dare I say, of a higher order, and that is genocide. Defined by the International Convention on Genocide, unanimously ratified by the United Nations on December 9, 1951, genocide is defined as the extermination of national, ethnic, racial, or religious --but not economic or social- - groups. The convention, for example, does not concern the massacre of the kulaks. A fine convention that has never been applied, governments being hesitant to prosecute themselves. 

The prosecution at Lyon had intended to restrict its accusation to complicity in genocide, that is, to Barbie's role in the deportation and death of Jews (thus excluding the torture, murder, and deportation of members of the Resistance, which were considered war crimes, and thus covered by the ten-year statute of limitations). But the criminal chamber of the Supreme Court, in a decision of December 20, 1985, had retained a less restrictive definition of crimes against humanity: "Inhuman acts and persecution which, in the name of a State practicing a policy of ideological hegemony [my emphasis], have been committed systematically not only against individuals for reason of their belonging to a racial or religious group, but also against adversaries of that policy, whatever the form of their opposition." This allowed for the deportation of members of the Resistance to be judged as a crime against humanity (without statute of limitations, unlike war crimes). Maître Vergès was openly jubilant at this decision: in his view, it opened up the possibility of arguing that France also --in Indochina, in Madagascar, and in Algeria-- had committed crimes identical to those condemned in the text instituting the international military tribunal at Nuremberg. 

And that being the case, one had to be logical: if one were to try Barbie, one would have to try those French citizens responsible for colonial crimes, which were as imprescriptible as those of the Nazi torturer. But if one refused to admit that the crimes of the French army were crimes --without statute of limitation-- against humanity, then one would also have to forgo trying Barbie . . . at least for equivalent crimes. 

That logical contradiction cannot be swept away with a wave of the hand. But it is perhaps not as clear-cut as Vergès claims. First of all because his own logic is interrupted at midpoint: if he equates the crimes of the French army with those of Nazism, then he ought to extend that equation to other crimes, such as that of Melouza, the village exterminated by the FLN at the end of May 1957-- something he is careful not to do. 

But it is the very principle of the identification the crimes we committed with Hitler's genocide, as argued by Vergès, that is debatable. Those French crimes were amnestied by our government on March 22 and April 14, 1962, without any distinction between "war crimes" and "crimes against humanity." The imprescribibility of those latter crimes, moreover, was instated in French law only after the amnesty decrees, on December 26 1964; it was not, in fact, until that date that the international legislation adopted at Nuremberg was integrated into our national law. And no one at the time was thinking of France: only the Nazi crimes were at issue. It is true that the latter had been committed in the name of an inherently criminal ideology, whereas the ideology of French Algeria proclaimed, in theory, the equality of Algerians and Frenchmen within the French Republic, not the superiority of the latter over the former. Guy Mollet's French government discreetly authorized torture; he did not proclaim, urbi et orbi, the right to torture. In 1961, at the time of the putsch attempt by the four generals, I heard the following argument being formulated: in what way is a Gaullist bullet any less murderous than a "putschist" bullet? And there was some truth to the argument. It is nonetheless the case that democratic institutions and the existence of public opinion also allowed for negotiations to progress. 

The crimes of Massu, Bigeard, and Robert Lacoste were against the laws of the republic, whereas those of Himmler and Eichmann were in conformity with Hitler's principles, and that establishes an essential difference between the two, contrary to the claims of J. Vergès. Is that a reason to whitewash the former? I still do not believe that to be the case. 

Let us, however, temporarily accept the argument: the contradiction implicit in the Barbie trial remains, since a number of individuals guilty of participating in the genocide of the Jews, such as Messieurs Leguay or Papon, have still not been tried. With the passage of time, states do not like to judge those who have embodied their will. 

Conversely, the defense itself was caught in the trap. It could not allow itself to "faurissonize," and the word was used, as designating a contemptible act, by Maître Bouaïta during his arguments on July 2, 1987.[129] But it also had to attempt to get Barbie acquitted, to present him as innocent, to explain that the torture inflicted was imaginary, and above all that a document (the telegram recounting the Izieu operation and signed by Barbie) could only be a forgery since it came from the Centre de Documentation Juive Contemporaine, which Maître Vergès regards (as did Paul Rassinier) as a factory of forgeries.[130] 

Does an attempt to gain the acquittal of a torturer and a killer amount to a defense of the Algerians? Maître Vergès, in his way, revived what had been one of the temptations of the Arab world colonized by England and France: an alliance with Hitler's Germany. But it was the democracies, as Maître Rappaport has recalled, which, after much bloodshed, ended up emancipating the colonies. The very idea of a struggle against the Algerian war would have been inconceivable under a totalitarian regime. Two former Algerian leaders, Hocine Aït Ahmed and Mohammed Harbi, have said as much: "One does not defend a torturer by exhibiting other torturers, even if they were our enemies in the recent past.... Our struggle during the colonization can and should be identified with the struggle of the French Resistance during the German Occupation." It is preferable then to defend today human rights in newly independent countries rather than to defend someone who could have been their executioner.[131] 

Insurmountable contradictions, no doubt, for anyone dreaming of a coherent system of justice, but not without an educational upshot: the screening of the film Shoah before an immense audience is reinstating the rights of a memory that has once again come close to being murdered. 

7. The Confusion of Feelings 


The months of the trial were also, in France, the time of an unprecedented "revisionist" offensive, with (among other treats) the publication of the first two issues of the Annales d'histoire révisionniste. But the important issue is not that, but rather a certain banalization of the phenomenon. Already, in April, the satirical periodical Zéro had initiated an investigation and published parallel interviews with P. Guillaume, the leader of the sect disseminating the gospel according to Faurisson, with Faurisson himself, and with the author of these pages, who had not been informed of that format, and whose "text" had not been shown to him. In May a political tract[132] arrived at the Lycée Voltaire with the suggestion that it be distributed to student delegates, several of whom are minors. The principal, who is neither a Nazi nor an anti-Semite, calmly followed the suggestion, and distributed the tract under the official stamp of the Iycée, without even an explanatory note.[133] On May 28 the "Letters to the Editor" section of Libération published two revisionist letters, which provoked a rather devastating response the following day Serge July --who has not always been so meticulous in such matters-- and the dismissal of the person in charge of the letters section. 

Other tracts continue to circulate, including one by a man who claims he spent forty-seven months at Mauthausen, and I see no reason not to take him at his word. Let us examine those various documents a bit. Nine years after the campaign began, the arguments have not budged at all. We are confronted with the discourse of a sect, which is totally incapable of evolving, of responding to arguments, or even of broaching the debate that it so vociferously demands. It is indeed a religious sect --or perhaps several sects-- characterized by a taurine incapacity to communicate with anyone who does not immediately enter into their frame of thought, the signal feature of sects. 

Let us look at the two letters to Libération. One is at the level of technical argumentation, so dear to Faurisson: how much fuel would have been necessary to transport, gas, and burn four million human beings at Auschwitz? The figure is false, of course, but is described as "commonly accepted." The second is not specifically about gas chambers, but claims that massacres, all massacres, from that of the Jews to that of the Palestinians, by way of Dresden and Hiroshima, are the pure application of the logic of capitalism. Maintaining that there was one camp in the war that was infinitely worse than the other is tantamount to "according a meaning to that unequaled killing, which created tens of millions of victims, for can it be admitted that such a hecatomb was needed to reabsorb the economic crisis of 1929 and allow capitalism to start off afresh on the right foot?" 

The tract distributed at the Lycée Voltaire and elsewhere adds this note: "Hitler did not want any more Jews in Europe. As of 1933, the Jews wanted a general war against him. And the crusade of the democracies is what they got. England and France declared war on Hitler.... Germany at war treated Jews as the enemies they were, pursued and interned them. NEVER EXTERMINATED THEM. The German people paid the bill in firebombing and deportations, with massacres added on." The Germans are simultaneously the victims of the Jews and, by way of capitalism, their beneficiaries. "The Jews will never allow the Deutschmark to be endangered. It is the currency of their 'reparations."' 

Let us cut short these quotations. Which are enough to make one throw up. But what is to be done? Every society has its sects and its madmen. Punishing them would serve only to work toward their proliferation. It is with such individuals as with secret police agents or spies. Once they have been identified it is best to keep an eye on them and not let them out of sight. If they are arrested or expelled, others will show up to replace them and will be harder to locate. Judicial punishment is a dangerous weapon and can be turned against those using it. The lawsuit brought against Faurisson in 1978 by several antiracist associations ended with a decision by the Paris Court of Appeals on April 26, 1983, which recognized the seriousness of Faurisson's work --which is quite outrageous-​and finally found him guilty only of having acted malevolently by summarizing his theses as slogans. Germany has experimented with legislation specifically aimed at deniers of the genocide.[134] Judging from the quantity of openly or discreetly revisionist publications in that country, one is hard put to view the effort as very successful. Perhaps contempt is a more effective weapon. 

I am not, however, saying that the judicial weapon should never be used. There is a law against defamation and a law aimed at racist activities. In California, the institute financing revisionist activities had proposed a sum of $50,000 to whoever could prove the existence of a gas chamber. A citizen, Mr. Mermelstein, who had seen part of his family disappear at Auschwitz, accepted the challenge. Naturally, the conditions under which evidence was to be presented were such that only a dead person would have been an acceptable witness. The money was thus not awarded for reason of insufficient evidence. The candidate filed a suit, his case was heard, a settlement was reached under the supervision of the Los Angeles Superior Court, and the Institute for Historical Review apologized to the plaintiff and paid the promised amount.[135] Which is all to the good provided that one does not ask the courts to establish a point of history, but only a point of law. For to endorse such a request would be tantamount to accrediting the idea of two historical schools, one of which may crush the other. For there are not two historical schools, or rather, there are many more, and along with them there are those who say no and who will always say no. "It is not for the historian to attempt to convince Faurisson if the latter 'is playing' in a different mode of discourse, in which conviction, the obtaining of a consensus concerning a definite reality, is not at stake. If the historian persists in that path, he will find himself in the position of a victim." Such, according to Jean-François Lyotard, is the differend.[136] Any man has the ability to say: no, to all comers, and even to win disciples in the process. There are heroic forms of negation, and perverse ones as well. 

Does this mean that one should capitulate in the face of such denial, sliding bit by bit toward a world in which all things are equivalent, the historian and the forger, fantasy and reality, massacres and car accidents? 

Twentieth century, old junkshop
Feverish and problem-ridden.[137] 

Plainly, we will have to come to terms with the fact that the world has its Faurissons, as it has its pimps and its pornography film clubs. But there can be no question of yielding any ground to him. 

It is not enough, in this matter, to be, on the whole, on the right side of the issue. What is needed is ceaseless work, the establishment of facts, not for those who know them and who are about to disappear, but for those who are legitimately demanding as to the quality of the evidence. Such archeological labor was useless in 1945, because the ruins were still steaming and the witnesses crying out; today it has become indispensable.[138] 

One should also stop laying oneself open to the criticism not of the revisionists, whose opinion is of little import, but of the well-motivated. There is currently no historian, to be sure, who is prepared to retain the figure of four million human beings disappearing in Auschwitz. A million deaths is a reasonable -- however enormous-- hypothesis.[139] But it is true that the figure of four million is officially indicated all over Auschwitz through the auspices of the Poles, and Claude Lanzmann was wrong to write that "the most serious estimates hover around three and a half million."[140] I follow him more willingly when he writes, "One has to observe and ascertain, ascertain and observe. It is a wrenching task."[141] Ascertaining and observing also means extricating from those who maintain it the quasi-monopolistic hold on memory that they have arrogated to themselves and that they present to the public of the mass media. No need to name them, the reference will be understood. As for the rest... 

8. In the Guise of a Conclusion 


As I was preparing this melancholic essay, my friend François Gèze acquainted me with a tango by the Argentine poet Enrique Santos Discépolo. It seemed to him --and to myself as well-- that it described rather well this world of ours, in which, all the same, there sprout every now and then a few flowers of truth that instill hope and whose gardener, along with many others, I do my best to be, without for all that knowing how to set things aright. Here it is, then: 

Cambalache 

That the world was and always will be a sty
I know quite well. 
In fifteen hundred six 
And in the year two thousand too.
That there have always been crooks, 
Swindlers and dupes, 
The contented and the embittered, 
morality and lies. 
But that the twentieth century is a torrent 
of insolent nastiness 
No one any longer denies. 
We live in a flood of scum 
and in the same mud, 
All of us manipulated.

Today it's all the same 
whether one's loyal or betrays,
Ignorant, erudite, robber, 
generous or a con man. 
Everything's the same! 
Nothing's better than anything else! 
A jackass the same as 
A great professor! 
There is neither punishment nor reward, 
Immorality has levered us. 
Whether your life's a fake 
Or you pursue your ambition, 
Who cares if you're a priest, 
a mattress-maker, king of spades, 
mule-headed or a son of a bitch?

What a lack of respect, 
What an insult to reason! 
Anyone can be a lord! 
Anyone a thief! 
Mixed up with Stavisky 
you'll find Don Bosco and the whore, 
Don Chicho and Napoleon, 
Camera and San Martin . . . 
As in the contemptuous storefronts 
of the old junkshops, 
Everything in life gets mixed together, 
and wounded by an unsheathed sword, 
you can watch the Bible weep against a water-heater.

Twentieth century, old junkshop 
Feverish and problem-ridden. 
Ask for nothing and you'll get nothing, 
and if you don't steal you're a fool. 
Go ahead then, don't worry. 
We'll all meet up in hell's oven! 
Don't think about it any more, stay in your corner, 
No one cares if you were born honest. 
It's all the same: the guy who slaves 
Night and day like an ox, 
The one who lives off of his girls,
The one who kills, the one who cures 
Or the one who has become an outlaw.

Will truth have the last word? How one would like to be sure of it .
Pierre Vidal-Naquet: Assassins of Memory (Notes) 
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