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NARRATIVE FORM AND HISTORICAL SENSATION:
ON SAUL FRIEDLANDER'S THE YEARS OF EXTERMINATION*

ALON CONFINO

ABSTRACT

Saul Friedldnder’s magnum opus, The Years of Extermination, has been received world-
wide as an exemplary work of history. Yet it was written by a historian who in the last
two decades has strenuously asserted the limits of Holocaust representation. At the center
of this essay is a problem of historical writing: how to write a historical narrative of the
Holocaust that both offers explanations of the unfolding events and also suggests that the
most powerful sensation about those events, at the time and since, is that they are beyond
words. | explore Friedl®nderfs crafting of such a narrative by considering, prst, the role of
his attempt in The Years of Extermination to explain the Holocaust and, second, the narra-
tiveform of the book. The book isbest seen, | argue, not primarily asawork of explanation
but as a vast narrative that places an explanation of the Holocaust within a specific form
of describing that goes beyond the boundaries of the historical discipline asiit is usualy
practiced. This form of describing goes beyond the almost positivist attachment to facts
that dominates current Holocaust historiography. By using Jewish individual testimonies
that are interspersed in the chronological history of the extermination, Friedl&nder creates
a narrative based on ruptures and breaks, devices we associate with works of pction, and
that historians do not usually use. The result is an arresting narrative, which | interpret by
using Johan Huizinga's notion of historical sensation. Friedlander sees this narrative form
as specipc to the Holocaust. | view this commingling of irreducible reality and the possibil-
ity of art as a required sensibility that belongs to &l historical understanding. And in this
respect, The Years of Extermination only lays bare more clearly in the case of the Holocaust
what is an essential element in al historical reconstruction.

Keywords: Holocaust, historical explanation, historical narrative, historical sensation, dis-
ciplinary boundaries, causality, Saul Friedlander
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Now all [historical] ideas have a subjective element, they involve imagination,
historical insight, historical sense—words that speak of a more than simply logical
activity. . . . The historian—at every stage of his activity, in the formation of his
concepts, and the interpretation of the data—has constantly to rely on something
in himself that is much deeper and more impenetrable than the purely logical asso-
ciation of ideas. . . it is pure delusion to suppose that the non-rational element of
historical understanding can be banished from that discipline and confined to the
category of art . . . yet if historical feeling has its own hold on truth, that is cer-
tainly not to the exclusion of aesthetic pleasure. They cannot be separated.
—Johan Huizinga?

In The Years of Extermination, Saul Friedldnder recounts the history of the Ho-
locaust as an integrated story of the policies of the perpetrators, the behavior of
the surrounding European societies, and the world of the victims.? It has been
received worldwide as an exemplary work of history, for in addressing the most
difpcult historical topic of all in the post-1945 period it has found the right bal-
ance of tone, narrative, and interpretation.* And yet it was written by a historian
who in the last two decades has strenuously asserted the limits of Holocaust rep-
resentation. The topic, as we al know, has been at the center of a much larger
discussion in the last generation over the meaning of history. Friedlander’s words,
half cri de coeur and half theoretical observation, are well known: “Does an event
such as the ‘Fina Solution’ allow for any kind of narrative, or does it foreclose
certain narrative modalities? Does it perhaps escape the grasp of a plausible nar-
rative altogether?’® Consequently, Friedlénder’s historical reconstruction of the
Holocaust in the book exists in tension with his view that the Holocaust resists a
plausible narrative. How, then, does Friedlander join in one account the story of
the Holocaust and our doubts about the possibility of telling this very story? How
does the doubter of a plausible Holocaust narrative narrate the Holocaust?
Friedlander himself articulates this as the main challenge of the book in the last
words of the Introduction: “The goal of historical knowledge is to domesticate
dishelief, to explainit away. In thisbook | wish to offer athorough historical study
of the extermination of the Jews of Europe, without eliminating or domesticating
that initial sense of disbelief.”® At the center of my reyections on Friedl2nderds
book is a problem of historical writing: how to write a historical narrative of the
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York: HarperCollins, 2007).
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Holocaust that borh offers explanations of the unfolding events and also suggests
that the most powerful sensation about those events, at the time and since, is that
they are beyond words? By “historical narrative” | understand a story that com-
mingles explanation and description. (This rough depnition will sufpce at this
stage; | will discussit further aswe go along.) | will explore Friedlénder’s crafting
of such a narrative by considering, prst, the role of FriedI2nderds attempt in The
Years of Extermination to explain the Holocaust and, second, the narrative form of
the book. Explanation and narrative form are, of course, connected. But | would
like to discuss the two separately, for this helps to articulate certain features of
the historical representation of the Holocaust that may otherwise remain obscure.
What emerges in The Years of Extermination is a narrative that goes beyond the
boundaries of the historical discipline as it is usually practiced; this makes it a
most appropriate book for thinking, beyond its boundaries, about the nature of
historical understanding more generally.

So often one pnishes reading a good book about the Holocaust with a sense
that, while it explores convincingly issues of context, motivation, and ideology,
something is still missing in the narration of the events, a sensation that is not
quite depnable but is strongly felt. The reader turns the last page of The Years of
Extermination feeling that Friedlénder has captured a sense of the past that, in a
sudden yash or slowly along the bookés 700 pages, provides a certain illumination
about the Holocaust that had not been present before. What exactly is this histori-
cal sensation of the past in the book? And what does it have to do with historical
writing and understanding?

Let us begin by placing the book’s challenge in awider historiographical context.
Friedlander’s aim—namely, to offer a historical study while keeping the sense of
disbeliefAis unusual even while it pts within some contemporary trends in his-
torical theory and practice. On one level, Friedlander’s book accords with discus-
sions of historical writing and method in the last thirty years, where it has become
astaple of historical work to own ahistorical past precisely by showing the limits
of historical knowledge and the constructedness of historical representation.” Ed-
ward Ayers described this shift eloquently in a meditation on the different narra-
tive forms that appeared in his book, The Promise of the New South, published in
1992, and in C. Vann Woodward's Origins of the New South, published in 1951.
Ayers, astudent of Vann Woodward, views Origins as the pnest Southern history.
However, during the forty-one years that separated the publication of the two
books historical writing changed markedly, becoming dominated by “a sense of
contingency and possibility even within powerful structures. . . when the authors
|et the reader in on the way the argument isbeing constructed . . . when the appear-
ance of coherence and acommanding argument may ultimately beless useful than

7. We can think of works such as Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms (Batimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1980) and Natalie Zemon Davis, The Return of Martin Guerre (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1983).
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areckoning with the limits of our knowledge or understanding.”® In this respect,
Friedlander’s aim seems a radical version of a shared concern among historians,
namely, that reconstructing the past entails awareness of and openness about the
doubts and limits of this reconstruction.

Yet Friedlander’saim is unusual because the historian customarily reconstructs
the past, within the limits of the historical method, with the aim of owning a
historical reality, not with the aim of owning and disowning this past in the same
narrative. The difference comes into sharp focus when we think of signipcant
books that are sensitive to questions of method. Ayers's intention in The Promise
of the New South (and note also Lyndal Roper’sin Witch Craze) is precisely to
lead the reader into a strange world in order to suspend disbelief; their successis
measured by their ability to unlock as much as possible the strangeness of racist
and witch-crazed pasts.® Friedlander’s aim, in contrast, is, at one and the same
time, to reconstruct the past and simultaneously to express disbelief about this
past. The conventional assumption concerning history books is that the historian
engages in a process of familiarization, which consists of reading documents, us-
ing evidence, and employing methods, that results in a narrative whose intention
isto overcome the past’s strangeness. But Friedlander proposes both to engagein
the act of familiarization and at the same time to keep a sense of strangeness. For
him, the “ sense of disbelief” is not smply a problem of historical reconstruction,
and is not an obstacle the historian has to overcome in order to portray the period
better. Instead, it is a depning characteristic of the period and an element the his-
torian hasto integrate into his or her narrative.

What is the role of explanation in this book that aims to provide a systematic
historical study of the extermination of the Jews of Europe, without domesticat-
ing the sense of disbelief about it? | begin with explanation because nowadays it
is considered the main task of historical work.*® By “explanation” | mean the at-
tempt to provide an answer to the question, “What caused it?’ Friedldnder knows
that on some level we cannot fathom what caused the Holocaust, but he does
present a clear interpretation. The Holocaust, he argues, was determined by “the
centrality of ideological-cultural factors as the prime movers of Nazi policiesin
regard to the Jewish issue.” The driving force behind the events was a form of
anti-Semitism that saw its mission as that of redeeming the world by eliminating
the Jews. Nazi ideology viewed “the Jew [as] alethal and active threat to al na-
tions, to the Aryan race and to the German Volk.” One contribution of the book is
that it puts to rest any attempt to interpret the extermination of the Jews as a sec-
ondary or derivative result of German economic, bureaucratic, and resettlement
policies aimed at entirely other goals. It demolishes any explanation of the Holo-

8. Edward Ayers, “Narrative Form in Origins of the New South,” in C. Vann Woodward: A
Southern Historian and His Critics, ed. John Roper (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1997),
40-41.

9. Edward Ayers, The Promise of the New South: Life after Reconstruction (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992); Lyndal Roper, Witch Craze: Terror and Fantasy in Baroque Germany (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2004).

10. Allan Megill, “Narrative and the Four Tasks of History Writing,” in Historical Knowledge,
Historical Error: A Contemporary Guide to Practice (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 79.

11. Friedlander, The Years of Extermination, XVii.
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caust that does not give central placeto the Jews, and that views the extermination
as a by-product of German intentions and plans that had little to do with them.
Ultimately, all those who attempt to understand the Holocaust as caused by insti-
tutional and policy-making processes inherent in the Nazi system of government,
by the inner logic of National Socialist policies geared toward resettlement and
expansion, or by the need to solve immediate, local, pragmatic problems (such as
food problems)—that is, all attemptsthat fundamentally underplay the beliefs and
values embedded in the acts of the perpetrators—are bound to end in an interpre-
tive cul-de-sac.

Friedlénder also presents an overal interpretive framework. “ The events we
call the Holocaust represent a totality depned by [the] convergence of distinct
elements.”12 The prst element is the Germans and their collaborators as the prime
agents of poalicies of extermination, from Hitler, via civil and military agencies,
down to ordinary Germans; the second is the reactions and initiatives of the sur-
rounding world—>be they occupied countries, the Catholic Church, or belligerent
states—with special attention paid to the passivity or support of the population
toward the German murderous plans; and the third is the experience of the vic-
tims. The history of Nazi ideology and policies thus combines with the history
of the Jews, which has largely remained in historiography a world unto itself
separate from the history of the perpetrators. In this respect, the book stands out
in its attempt to provide “both an integrative and an integrated history” of the
Holocaust.™ The scope is a sort of total history (in ahistoriographical age that re-
pudiates it) that “penetrates all the nooks and crannies of European space.”* The
narrative is held together by two elements: the centrality of ideology asitsdriving
force and unifying theme; and diarieswritten by Jews all over Europe that provide
thelir subjective, everyday experience.

The explanation of the Holocaust as driven primarily by redemptive anti-Semi-
tism is signipcant for Holocaust historiography, but in itself, I would like to argue,
it cannot be determinant to the making of a narrative that commingles familiar-
ization and strangeness. There is a built-in tension between the success of this
interpretation in convincing the reader and Friedlander’s wish to maintain a sense
of disbelief. The more convincing is the answer to the question “What caused it,”
the greater the domestication of disbelief.

The same is true for the interpretive framework of the Holocaust as an inte-
grated history. Theresult is convincing. But, again, acompelling rendition of this
interpretive framework would work toward domesticating disbelief, regardless
of the author’s intentions declared in the Introduction. We can understand this by
thinking of a book that a generation ago attempted a sort of integrated history of
the Holocaust. Leni Yahil’s The Holocaust was published in English in 1987 with
the explicit aim to “interweave. . . the intentions and actions of the Nazis. . . the
behavior of the Jewish communities . . . the relations between the Jews and the
peoples among whom they lived . . . [and] the attitude of the world's nations.”

12. Friedlander, The Years of Extermination, XV.

13. Ibid.

14. Ibid., XiX.

15. Leni Yahil, The Holocaust: The Fate of European Jewry, 1932—1945 (New York: Oxford
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The two books are divided by awhole generation of scholarship, which necessar-
ily inyuenced their method as well as the information at their disposal. But the
idea of the Holocaust as an integrated history is shared by both scholars. It is no
coincidence that both are Jews: they rejected a history of the Holocaust with the
Jews left out or as minor actors.*

What kind of a narrative did Yahil produce? Although she states in the intro-
duction that “this history cannot be presented as usual historiography, that is, sur-
veying a series of events, actions, and developmentsin society,” thisis precisely
the narrative she presents.” There is nothing in the narrative form that would
correspond to Yahil’s idea of the uniqueness of the Holocaust. In this respect, she
represents a whole generation of historians who asserted the uniqueness of the
Holocaust at the outset of their books, and yet who went on to produce a conven-
tional historical narrative of it. We shall return to thistopic below. Theinterpretive
framework of integrated and integrative history, however important, cannot there-
fore produce by itself a narrative that commingles historical study and disbelief.

The sameistrue for the attempt to capture viadiaries the subjective experience
of contemporaries, especially the victims. To understand my argument we need to
consider brieyy the foundation of this experiential approach. Students of culture
have postulated in the last generation that collective representations cannot be re-
duced to social and palitical origins. Thisapproach moved away from explanation
in terms of functionalist and structuralist models toward, as the editors of the An-
nales put it in 21989 historiographical statement, “analysisin terms of strategies,
which allow memory, learning, uncertainty, and negotiation to be reintroduced to
the heart of social interaction.”® Exploring “the world as representation,” to use
thetitle of Roger Chartier’'s 1989 essay, was ultimately away to “cast afresh eye
on the socidl itself.”*® The point of this move to see the cultura as a historical
factor in itself has been to capture an additional aspect of the historical reality
of the past, not to maintain a sense of disbelief. Even radical cultural studies ap-
proaches, which question historical knowledge and whether it exists at all, sought
to capture the experience of oppressed people in the past. Scholars have used
gender, racial, transnational, and postcolonial categories to undermine hegemonic
narratives and historiographical practices precisely in order to bring to life voices,
subjective identities, and hidden histories of silenced groupsin the past. Thiswas
thewhole point. And however radical some of the critique of historical knowledge
was, scholars of cultural studies let the subaltern speak because in the end they
believed, whether they acknowledged it or not, that this voice has a historical ma-
teriality that we can still call reality. The cultural approach that seeks to uncover

University Press, 1990), 10. Y ahil finished writing the first volume in 1975 and the second volumein
1981; the study was published in Hebrew in 1987.

16. Yahil writes from an explicit Zionist perspective that links the tragedy of the Holocaust to
redemption in the state of Israel. She focuses, among others, on ideological and historiographical
issues that were important to Israeli society: why Jews in Europe did not resist the Nazis (in implicit
contrast to behavior of Jews in Palestine) and why Zionist and world Jews did not help more.

17. Yahil, The Holocaust, 9.

18. The editors of Annales, “Let’s Try the Experiment,” in Histories: French Constructions of the
Past, ed. Jacques Revel and Lynn Hunt (New York: New Press, 1995), 487.

19. Roger Chartier, “The World as Representation,” in Revel and Hunt, eds., Histories, 552.
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the subjective experience of peoplein the past cannot, therefore, be used in itself
to craft anarrative that keeps its own sense of disbelief.

In a series of publications and talks, Friedlénder presented the idea of an in-
tegrated history of the Holocaust as the book’s major contribution.® This idea
speaks to the historian in him, and to the wish to set the historical record straight
about the Holocaust. But | do not think that The Years of Extermination is best
seen as an important book because of its explanation and interpretive framework;
they are new, but not that new.? They are important in this specipc historiographi-
cal moment, but interpretations come and go. More importantly, they cannot be
the main elements of the book because they undermine the quest for a narrative
that is both historical and maintains disbelief about the past. Explanation and in-
terpretation are normally used by historians as means of making the past familiar,
not of keeping its sense of strangeness. The point is not that Friedlander could
have used them better, but that in themselves they present an obstacle to craft-
ing such a narrative. With respect to the Holocaust, then, the challenge is to use
explanation and interpretation in such away that the sense of shock and disbelief
is still maintained. It means pnding a different way of representing the evidence
and telling the story. Consequently, The Years of Extermination is best seen not
primarily as awork of explanation but, to my mind, as avast narrative that places
an explanation of the Holocaust within a specific form of describing.

We can appreciate the claim that | am advancing here by considering the prob-
lems of writing the history of the Holocaust. A major historical task since 1945
has been simply to describe aspects of the historical reality of the persecution and
extermination of the Jews from 1933 to 1945. The basic task of al history writ-
ingAto tell what the case wasfwas immensely difpcult.

After 1945 the Holocaust was generally not considered in public and scholarly
circles as a foundational past of European history; the term itself became syn-
onymous with the extermination of the Jews only around 1960. Primo Levi’s Se
questo ¢ un uomo Was rejected in 19460847 by Einaudi and by pve other Italian
publishers for lack of interest before it was taken by a small publishing house in
Turin.?? Very few major historical works were devoted to the Holocaust until the
1970s. Raul Hilberg's monumental The Destruction of the European Jews Was
published in 1961 after many difpculties. It was rejected by Columbia University
Press, Yad Vashem, Princeton University Press, and the University of Oklahoma
Press before it was published by a new, small, independent publishing house in
Chicago, Quadrangle Books. The 1959 rejection letter from Princeton University
Press noted that the manuscript did not oconstitute a sufpciently important con-

20. Saul Friedlénder, Den Holocaust beschreiben: Auf dem Weg zu einer integrierten Geschichte
(Weimar: Wallstein Verlag, 2007); idem, “Eine integrierte Geschichte des Holocaust,” Aus Politik
und Zeitgeschichte 14-15 (2007), 7-14.

21. For a discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of current Holocaust historiography, inclu-
ding Friediénder’s interpretation, see my essay “A World without Jews: Interpreting the Holocaust,”
German History 27, no. 4 (December 2009), forthcoming.

22. lan Thomson, Primo Levi: A Life (New Y ork: Metropolitan Books, 2002), 227-235.
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tributiond and that oreadily available6 books on the subject existed o6in sufpcient
detail "%

Ever since historians pnally began, in the 1970s and then with growing persis-
tence and meticulousness from the 1980s onward, to tell the story of the Holo-
caust, there existed two seemingly contradictory trendsin the way people thought
about it. On the one hand, there have been doubts in scholarly and public dis-
course about the possibility of producing a historical representation of the Ho-
locaust at al. Friedldnder’s view—that “[One] wonders, possibly, whether any
historical approach could sufpce to redeem, that is convincingly to interpret that
past”’— is but one expression of it.%* This state of mind was part of the epistemic
crisis in Western culture created by the Holocaust. On this issue, historians re-
yected, more than they shaped, popular perceptions about the special character of
the Nazi past. For along while, it became de rigueur among scholars to state that
“Arguably, indeed, an adequate explanation of Nazism is an intellectual impos-
sibility.”2 This kind of historical evaluation worked as an emotional, moral, and
professional bulwark against telling the story.

At the same time, Holocaust scholarship developed in a diametrically opposed
direction. The Third Reich became the single most written about topic in history;
a standard bibliography of National Socialism listed 25,000 titles in 1995 and a
whopping 37,000 in 2000.2” What emerged is just how complex the Holocaust ac-
tually was. It was not simply a German event, but a European and a North African
one (Libyan and Tunisian Jews were sent to Auschwitz). Infact, it was not an event
at all, but aseries of events. It did not involve just Hitler and several of hiscronies,
but the German society, economy, and culture as a whole. And it did not involve
only the Jews, but was tied to a series of Nazi resettlement plans and murderous
policies to redraw the map of Europe, which involved Poles, Russians, Roma and
Sinti, handicapped, homosexuals and leshians, and others. Onelasting contribution
of this body of work has been to tell in detail aspects of the military, institutional,
ideological, and political history of the Holocaust. One problem this remarkably
specialized massive historiography has presented for the historian who wanted to

23. Raul Hilberg, The Politics of Memory: The Journey of a Holocaust Historian (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1996), 105-119, 156. The reader who wrote this was Hannah Arendt.

24. Friedlander, “The ‘Final Solution,’” 23.

25. The Holocaust is seen now by some scholars, such as Gabrielle Spiegel, as the intellectual and
cultural force behind post-structuralism and post-modernism that doubted grand narratives and ques-
tioned the meaning of historical knowledge. Spiegel, “Revising the Past / Revisiting the Present: How
Change Happens in Historiography,” History and Theory, Theme Issue 46 (December 2007), 1-19.

26. lan Kershaw, The Nazi Dictatorship: Problems and Perspectives of Interpretation, 3d ed.
(London: Edward Arnold, 1993), 3. Empasis in the original. The largely historically pointless debate
about the uniqueness of the Third Reich and the Holocaust shows what happens when historians get
into metaphysical debates. For precisely this argument—that an adequate explanation is impossible—
which was made by scholars as a proof of the uniqueness of the Third Reich and the Holocaust, is part
of what makes these topics objects of historical investigation in thefirst place: al interpretations of all
events are always partial and incomplete. That is what makes them issues of historical investigation
as opposed to topics of religious or ideological certainty, whereby the topic is presented as dogma,
catechism, airtight, and beyond doubt.

27. Michael Ruck, Bibliographie zum Nationalsozialismus [1995] (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
BuchgeselIschaft, 2000).
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narrate the Holocaust was not that it could not be represented, but conversely that,
studied in such detail, it was at times difpcult to see the forest for the trees.

Another fundamental aspect of this body of work has been its aimost positivist
attachment to facts. It answered the difpculty of narrating the story of the Holo-
caust by turning to the massive accumulation of facts—to the way things were—
in order to suspend disbelief, domesticate the past, and undo the strangeness of a
racist and murderous world. This body of work has been characterized by the use
of substantial sources to tell the story very close to the documents. We can think
of the major work by Christopher Browning (with Jirgen Matthaus), The Origins
of the Final Solution, or of the grand studies of the Third Reich by lan Kershaw
and Richard Evans, who write in the British tradition of empirical, erudite histo-
ries. Kershaw's aim in his biography Hitler. 1936—1945: Nemesis is to tell “how
it came about,” while that of Richard Evansin histrilogy on the Third Reich isto
“show how one thing led to another.”® Evans's “ central aim”—"to remind read-
ersthat . . . ‘the past isaforeign country: they do things differently there’”—has
an educational motive based precisely on the ideathat the gap between the reader
and the past must and can be bridged by the historian.?

Friedlander’s narrative form, to which we shall turn shortly, emerges from the
relations between the seemingly contradictory trends in Holocaust historiography
discussed above: on the one hand the view that the Hol ocaust facesinherent prob-
lems of interpretation, and, on the other hand, the enormous body of work char-
acterized by detailed empirical evidence. The fact that Holocaust historiography
attempted to describe the event as accurately as possible is complementary, not
contradictory, to the notion of the limits of Holocaust historical representation.
Precisely because of these limits (some real, some perceived), scholars felt—and
“feeling” seemsto me the accurate word here—that “hard facts” and evidence are
the only basis for legitimate historical work.* Holocaust historical scholarship
is gtill in many respects cautious, and it comfortably relies on close reading of
documents.®

Signipcantly, the two trends often run parallel to each other. Historical studies
of the Holocaust have often been separated from the theoretical discussion of the
limits of representation. Important scholars who theorized about the Holocaust
(Dan Diner, Dominick LaCapra, Dan Stone) were often different from those who
wrote its history (Raul Hilberg, Christopher Browning).** Friedlander is among

28. Christopher Browning, The Origins of the Final Solution (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 2004); lan Kershaw, Hitler. 1936—1945: Nemesis (New York: W. W. Norton & Company,
2000), xviii; Richard Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich (New Y ork: The Penguin Press, 2003),
Xix. See also theimportant study by Peter Longerich, Politik der Vernichtung: eine Gesamtdarstellung
der nationalsozialistischen Judenverfolgung (Munich: Piper Verlag, 1998)

29. Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich, XX.

30. This can aso explain why scholars of the Holocaust showed a certain disregard for, even
uneasiness with, current historical trends such as cultural history. Studies of the culture of the Third
Reich (in films and literature, for example) or the memory and representation of the Holocaust after
1945 do exist. But using culture and memory to understand the Holocaust as it unfolded is rare. See
Conpno, 6A World Without Jewso and the forum following Dan Stoneds 0Holocaust Historiography
and Cultural History” in Dapim, Studies on the Shoa 23 (2009, forthcoming).

31. Omer Bartov, “Asit Really Was,” Yad Vashem Studies 34 (2006).

32. Omer Bartov produced archival work in the first half of his career and theoretical work in the
second half.
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the few who did both well. Of course, this distinction in not clear-cut, but it helps
to identify an important trend in Holocaust historical writing: in contradistinction
to literature, poetry, and other arts, history did not quite pnd a new form of narra-
tive to express the problems of Holocaust representation and the fact that a sense
of disbelief was a characteristic perception of the event since its inception (by
Germans, Jews, and others).

In their conventional—that is, typical—historical writing of the Holocaust, his-
torians implied the opposite of what many had stated about its representational
challenge. To be sure, there is something in the common use of historical method
that works against a new form of narrative: the need to present the evidence in
alogical, orderly, clear way, to keep (some sort) of chronology, to respect rela-
tions of cause and effect, to demonstrate with pertinent sources who did what to
whom and why. Historians, therefore, acted here as they should: they told stories
based on evidence and rules of veripcation, and by doing this they contributed tre-
mendously to our knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust. The discussion
about the uniqueness and representability of the Holocaust was a metahistorical
discussion that historians qua historians could not resolve.® By producing studies
whose aim was to dispel disbelief in the past, they instinctively resisted the cul-
tural notion, often sustained by the same historians, that the Holocaust somehow
stands outside of history.

But the gap persisted between the aim of Holocaust historians to overcome
the strangeness of the past, on the one hand, and the sense of disbelief that this
past has always engendered. It isin this gap that The Years of Extermination pts.
FriedI2nderds prst achievement is to tell an integrated history of the Holocaust that
is a sort of summa of Holocaust research of the last generation. This integrated
history fulplls his aim to provide a 6thorough historical studyd; but it could not, as
we have seen, fulpll his other aim to offer a sense of disbelief. The Years of Exter-
mination recounts the familiar political, military, administrative, and ideological
history of the Holocaust, and in this way it aims to overcome the strangeness of
the past. But the book also has another story to tell, one that gives this familiar
history of the Holocaust a new meaning.

This other story is able, prst, to capture the elusive historical sensation of disbe-
lief because disbelief, too, was part of the way things were. The historiographical
body of work largely banished the strangenesses of the period from the story of
the Holocaust instead of integrating them into the narration of how things were.
By “strangenesses of the past” | mean those elementsthat can be captured through
an analysis of culture, mentalities, and sensibilities. My point is not that the Ho-
locaust is strange in a particular historical way; for the historian, al pasts are
strange. Rather, my point is that the task of the historian ought to be to elucidate
the strangeness of the past, not to attempt to overcome it. This is exactly what
Friedlénder does.

By telling this other story, The Years of Extermination is able, second, to bring
the problems of Holocaust representation into the historical narrative. The idea
that the Holocaust is difpcult to represent has been shared and reiterated by histo-

33. Steven Aschheim, In Times of Crisis: Essays on European Culture, Germans, and Jews
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), chaps. 4 and 10.
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rians, literary theorists, and philosophers, but the various tellings about the event
did not result in anew or different narrative form of historical writing. The com-
mon practice has been instead to begin one's study of the Holocaust by asserting
its representational difpculties, while proceeding to narrate it as if these difpcul-
ties do not exist.* In contrast, the narrative form of The Years of Extermination
aims at accounting for what happened, but also for the persisting problems of
perceiving and believing what happened.

This sort of historical narrative requires going beyond the usual boundaries of
historical writing. Thisis the reason, | believe, that this book is best seen not for
its interpretation of the Holocaust, but for the way its interpretation is embedded
within a specipc form of describing. FriedI2nderds book cries out to be perceived
and understood formally, as a historical narrative that combines evidence and a
poetic act.

The narrative of the Years of Extermination is characterized at prst sight by unity,
order, and coherence. It is strictly chronological, aims at providing the “totality”
of the Holocaust, and has a clear organizing and explanatory principle in the no-
tion of redemptive anti-Semitism. But in fact this narrativeis fractured at its core
and does not follow the usual mode of historical writing.

Friedlander’s narrativeis distinguished by the use of Jewish individual testimo-
nies interspersed with the chronological history of the extermination. Commonly,
argues Friedlander, the victims' voice was perceived as “atrace left by the Jews
that bear witness. . . andillustratestheir fate.” He usesthe voice of the diarists dif-
ferently: “by its very nature, by dint of its humanness and freedom, an individual
voice suddenly arising in the course of an ordinary historical narrative of events
such as those presented here can tear through seamless interpretation and pierce
the (mostly involuntary) smugness of scholarly detachment and ‘ objectivity. "

The result is a narrative marked by violent dislocations and interruptions. On
one level, there exists the chronological, political, military, administrative, and
ideological story of the extermination; it follows the regular modes of typical
historical accounts. But on a different level, this narrative is pierced through by
diarists' voices that are not used to bolster empirical evidence or to strengthen
arguments about historical causality, but to insert a human dimension that “facts”
alone cannot quite capture. They create images in short stories and vignettes that
are not so much connected to what comes before and after, as they are startling
in their visualness. Different diarists follow one another, they appear, disappear,
only to reappear again hundreds of pages later in aloosely joined narrative. The
typical historical account acts like the necessary context, the outward reality, to
the deep, genuine, existential meaning of the story.

34. “The paradox isthat, although it has become de rigueur for historians to begin their studies by
observing that the Holocaust denies notions of progress and civilization, they then often write using a
philosophy of history that implies the opposite.” Dan Stone, Constructing the Holocaust: A Study in
Historiography (London: Vallentine Mitchell & Co. Ltd., 2003), 16.

35. Friedlander, The Years of Extermination, XXV-XXVi.
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Thus, following an ordinary historical discussion of the eventsin Holland un-
der the occupation (the policy of the military administration, the reaction of the
public, and so on), Friedldnder turns to the diary of young Etty Hillesum. Her
experience is not narrated as a means to explain, exemplify, or provide proof for
the previous discussion. Friedldnder does not begin the short page on Hillesum
with a common historical phrase such as 0The travail of occupation is exempliped
in the story of Etty Hillesum.” Instead, he starts by “Etty (Esther) Hillesum was
till ayoung woman student in Slavic languages in Amsterdam University during
these spring months of 1941.”% Her story is not offered to provide evidence for a
given argument; its meaning liesin its speaking at all, inits existing. For the Na-
zis, the crime of the Jews, George Steiner once observed, was the crime of being;
the meaning of Hillesum’s voice is that of being. Her story does not require the
historiangs justipcation (othis source illustrates well my argument that . . .6). She
is part of the narrative in much the same way protagonistsin anovel are (and that
iswhy we accept without question her next appearance 200 pages later and again
for lessthan apage). As readers we do not expect, say, Orhan Pamuk to explain to
us how the actions of Shekure move the plot forward in My Name is Red; he lets
Shekure speak, and we pgure the story out.

Thehistorical narrative of The Years of Extermination has qualities of aliterary
narrative. While the literary and poetic aspects are widely accepted as constitu-
tive parts of historical narrative, these kinds of ruptures and breaks are devices
associated with works of pction, and historians do not usually use them.*” They
are anomalous in historical studies. It should be noted that not only the relations
between the historical narrative and the diarists’ poetic narrative are marked by
dislocation, but thisis a characteristic of the book asawhole. Thereader isa erted
to the narrative of dislocation, characterized by moving from one scene to an-
other, by the ubiquitous double space that separates the scenes. Thisis not atight
monograph. Consider the studies by Browning, Evans, Hilberg, Kershaw, Lon-
gerich, or any other monograph on the period. (At the same time, Friedlander’s
narrative is possible in part only because there now exists a massive literature
that depicts in detail aspects of what happened.) The Years of Extermination is a
loosely jointed narrative bounded by strict chronology and the overarching plot of
Nazi policies and ideology of extermination, but one interrupted by voices other
than that of the historian.

Some diarists' stories have the air of literary episodes. The diarists speak, and
only rarely does Friedlander interject with theauthorial voice of theknowledgeable
historian, who by virtue of hindsight knows more than the people in the past.* He

36. Ibid., 182.

37. The key text in the last generation is Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination
in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Batimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973).

38. The point of view of contemporaries that is often unfettered by the hindsight preserved for
historians adds to the literary feel of the story. The discussion of the global situation after December
1941, when America entered the war but the Axis powers enjoyed victories, ends with the following
question: “Would the strategic balance tip to Hitler's side?” (331), as if we do not know how things
unfolded. The author rarely preempts the future with aremark about what will happen. A rare excep-
tion is on page 578 when information about Austrian SS captain Tony Burger, who was appointed in
1943 first commandant of Theresienstadt, is added in parenthesis: “(whose main claim to fame—the
deportation of the Jews of Athens—was still a year away).” Friedlander also hardly ever uses the
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recounts the reactions of David Sierakowiak, a Jewish youngster, scarcely pfteen,
to the persecution of the Jews shortly after the Nazi invasion of Poland. “And at
that point,” writes Friedlander, “the young diarist added a puzzling question: ‘is
this evidence that the end for the Germans will probably come soon?’® Friedlan-
der leaves the question hanging in the air and moves on to the next topic. What is
the meaning of it, | noted in the margins when | prst read it. But the literary pattern
emerges as | went on reading. Friedlander suspends the episode in its particular
historical time, holding back from the usual practice of historians, which would be
to add a comment that placesit in alarger context. The aim isto represent a truth
expressed by Sierakowiak without the interference of the “ smugness of objectiv-
ity” and of historical time that is measured in years and decades.

The attempt to capture Sierakowiakds subjectivity in this specipc instant, while
History swirls around him, reminds me of Ida Fink’s notion of timein her story “A
Scrap of Time™: “1 want to talk about a certain time not measured in months and
years. . . . Thistime was measured not in months but in aword—we no longer said
6in the beautiful month of May,d but 6after the prst 6action,6 or the second, or right
before the third.” We had different measures of time. . . during this time measured
not in months nor by the rising and setting of the sun, but by aword. . .. "%

The Years of Extermination is atotal history of the Holocaust that is aware of
itself as partial; this awareness forms the formal essence of the text. Friedldnder
positsthe historical totality of the Holocaust as an integrated and integrative story,
while at the same time he uses a narrative form that intimates that this history
cannot quite be captured. It is a historical narrative against itself. The power of
this work is the fundamental ambivalence at its heart, a book built on its own
contradiction: describing the past as history and setting at the same time the limits
to that describing.

“Styleisthe bridge to substance,” observed Peter Gay in an essay about Jacob
Burckhardt.** The Years of Extermination has a distinct, composed tone, without
moralizing and pontipcating. The reader discovers the style as he or she goes
along; Friedlander does not alert the reader to it. Only once, in afootnote, does he
make clear hisrhetorical choice: he discusses Janusz Korczak, who walked at the
head of the row of children of his orphanage as they all marched together to their
death in the Warsaw Ghetto on August 5, 1942: “there have been many descrip-
tions of this march, and quite a few ‘literary’ embellishments were added to the
bare facts, which certainly do not need any added pathos.”#? This style contrasts
with writings that see pt to remind us explicitly about the morality embedded in the
Holocaust, writings that are always aword removed from moralizing. Among the
important historians of the period, | can think, for example, of Omer Bartov and
Michael Burleigh.®® Friedlander’s moral presence emerges from his minor tone,

term “we” that creates a bond between reader and author, as well as between these two and (some)
people of the past.

39. Friedlander, The Years of Extermination, 29.

40. IdaFink, A Scrap of Time and Other Stories (New Y ork: Schocken Books, 1987), 3.

41. Peter Gay, Style in History (New Y ork: Basic Books, 1974), 156.

42. Friedlénder, The Years of Extermination, 757, note 133.

43. Michael Burleigh, The Third Reich: A New History (New York: Hill and Wang, 2001).
Bartov can write about Himmler's logic expressed in his speech to SS leaders in October 1943:
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which reminds me of the style of Primo Levi and Ida Fink, and of Inga Clendin-
nen, a historian of the Aztecs who wrote remarkably about the Holocaust.*

And yet it should be noted that Friedl&nder tells a story in black and white,
of the entire continent on one side, and the victims on the other. His is a story
without “gray zones,” to use Primo Levi’s famous expression.*® The story focuses
on the complexity of the extermination project and of the Jewish experience, but
it does not explore the construction of a genocidal culture and the psychology of
the perpetrators and therefore largely avoids the dilemmas faced by Germans and
bystanders. The book’s focus on ideology as the main motivation for the Holo-
caust is partial and at times even too simple an explanation. At issue is to offer a
description, and not at all an explanation, let alone to justify the explanation via
evidence and argument, while leaving the moral consequences of the tale to the
moral imagination of the readers. The Years of Extermination is concerned with
bequeathing to the historical account the moral essence of the event (in contradis-
tinction to historical narratives characterized by the smugness of “ objectivity”).

The descriptive element of the book is expressed signipcantly in the issue of
causality. The book’s overall explanation is that redemptive anti-Semitism, serv-
ing as “the mobilizing myth of the regime,” was at the core of the Holocaust.*
FriedI2nder qualipes this proposition by adding, 6depending of course on circum-
stances, institutional dynamics, and essentially, for the period dealt with here, on
the evolution of the war.”# But if the unfolding of Nazi anti-Semitic ideology is
well described in the book, its origins, reception, and reason for success are taken
for granted. If by “causal relationship” historians seek to give an answer to the
question of what caused this or that historical case, then The Years of Extermina-
tion is not particularly revealing. Neither the behavior of Germans and perpetra-
tors nor their genocidal mindset is investigated. Anti-Semitism is described and
assumed, but not explored. Friedldnder mentions the “crisis of liberalism and the
reaction against communism” as background for the spread of anti-Semitism, but
these factors remain a background, not a cause. At the end, he argues, “there
remains but one plausible interpretation”: Nazism was aform of “ sacralized mod-
ernism,” of the presence of religious elements in modern society.*® But this well-
known interpretation is not explored in the book in order to explain the origins of
theideology, why it was successful, and what were its symbols, especially itsreli-

“This concept’s long-term polluting effects on humanity as a whole cannot be overestimated. No
amount of erasing the traces by exhuming and cremating the murdered, bulldozing the death camps,
and planting forests over mass graves would purge our moral universe of this redefinition of ethics
and decency.” Omer Bartov, Mirrors of Destruction: War, Genocide, and Modern Identity (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000), 29.

44. Inga Clendinnen, Reading the Holocaust (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
1999).

45. Primo Levi, “The Gray Zone,” in The Drowned and the Saved (New Y ork: Summit Books,
1989). Even in the concentration camps, wrote Levi, there existed gray zones: “ The network of human
relationships inside the Lagers was not ssmple: it could not be reduced to the two blocs of victims and
persecutors. . . [we cannot] separate evil from good . . . It remains true that in the Lager, and outside,
there exist gray, ambiguous persons, ready to compromise . . . within the gray band, that zone of
ambiguity which radiates out from regimes based on terror and obsequiousness’ (37, 49, 58).

46. Friedlénder, The Years of Extermination, 473, italicsin the original. See also 478-479.

47. Ibid., xvii.

48. Ibid., 657.
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gious symbols. Redemptive anti-Semitism functions in the book as an organizing
principle that is effectively evoked and described. But it has an overall presence
that orders and answers everything, and ultimately is presented as a given, not as
abelief constructed in the crucible of German culture. The notion of ideology em-
ployed in this way reyects current historiography, where ideology has depreciated
by surplus use and has acquired at times metaphysical explanatory value.®

Moreover, the three different levels of the integrated history (Germany, sur-
rounding world, and victims) are not so much causally connected as they are
linked by association and by the context created by the historian. The story
holds together not because of established causal relationships (among, say, Nazi
ideology, occupation authorities, the Vichy regime, and the French public), but
because of the description that weaves things together.

Friedlander describes Hitler's suicide on April 30 shortly after 3:00 p.m., not-
ing that on May 1, on Doenitz's orders, German radio broadcast an announce-
ment of Hitler's death “at his command post in the Reich Chancellery.” The next
scene, separated by a double space, tells about Cardinal Bertram'’s request to his
Breslau parish “to hold a solemn requiem mass in memory of the Fuhrer.”* The
meaning of this story is clear from the context, namely that Germans admired
Hitler until the bitter end, and mourned his death. But the story is not strictly
connected to what comes before or after, and Friedl&nder does not articulate its
meaning (by writing, for example, “a demonstration of the love of Germans to
Hitler until the very end is provided by Cardinal . . ."”). Heleaves the reader to fill
inthe blank and to draw the meaning of the vignette. This narrative form weakens
causal relations in favor of descriptive power.

Asaresult, Friedlander’ s book is more of an inclusive history of the Holocaust
that discusses three topics that have usually been separated in the historiography
(Germans, surrounding world, and Jews), than it is an integrated history, as
Friedlander claims, that interweaves three topics via cause and effect relations
into a tight historical narrative. But then again it cannot be such integrated his-
tory precisely because of the “individual voice [that] suddenly ariges] in the
course of an ordinary historical narrative of events [and] tear[s] through seamless
interpretation. . . .”%* What is gained by using the narrative form that it does—the
capturing of a historical sensation of the period—is far greater than attempting to
establish a causal relation.

In this respect, the issue of causality along three levels of history in The Years
of Extermination reminds me of Fernand Braudel’s The Mediterranean and the
Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip I1.%2 Braudel perceived the past in this
seminal work of the Annales school along three waves of different historical
lengths of time and space. The first isthe longue durée of imperceptible changes,
of redlities that time transforms only with great difficulty, such as the movement

49. See Conpno, 6A World without Jewsé and 0Fantasies about the Jews: Cultural Reyections on
the Holocaust,” History and Memory 17, nos. 1-2 (2005), 301-309.

50. Friedlander, The Years of Extermination, 661.

51. Ibid., XXVi.

52. Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip 11, 2
vols. (New York: Harper & Row, 1972-1973).
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of people out of the mountains to settle in the plains. Thisis a history of the con-
straints that geography, landscape, and al so technology impose on human history.
The second is the moyenne durée, comprised of cycles of ten, twenty, or at the
most fifty years, of economic and social processes such as price curves, demo-
graphic changes, and movement of wages. The third is the courte durée of those
most readily observed, everyday, political events, the histoire événementielle.
But the three major durées, which make up the three sections of The Mediter-
ranean, never quite come together. Braudel never fully succeeds in showing how
long-range developments influence the events of the period of Philip I1. Based
on an interpretation of the past comprised of three levels, The Mediterranean as-
pires to be an histoire totale, to capture the whole of human activity in the age of
Philip Il, while The Years of Extermination aspiresto present the “totality” of the
Holocaust as an integrated and integrative story.> Both fall short of the authors
intention with respect to linking causally the three levels, while their achievement
is to provide a massive and powerful portrait of the period.>

We can now go back to the notion of narrative and the relationship between ex-
planation and description. A prevalent opinion among historians favors analysis
over description. But thisis surely a mistake. “Historical description” isfar more
complex and fascinating than a theoretically unaware perspective recognizes. It
is certainly not separated from explanation. The Years of Extermination fits well
with Allan Megill’s elegant words that “upon descriptions, explanations arise.
Descriptions and explanations presuppose an interpretive perspective, and in the
best histories they modify and enrich such a perspective.” Friedlander turns the
event we call the Holocaust into avast collection of settings, happenings, actions,
characters, and experiences. He provides explanations for precise problems (the
role of Hitler, the timing of the decision of the Final Solution, the responsibil-
ity of the Catholic Church, and others). But the overall explanation that arises
from the description is that the historical method can grandly tell about the Ho-
locaust, while it also requires an additional component to get to a deep human
element embedded in it. This imparts to the book a certain feel—of the period,
of contemporaries, of the victims, of suffering, of what we call the past—that is
remarkable.

v

A persistent tension runs through the book: is the book’s narrative form specific
to the Holocaust or isit applicable to the craft of history asawhole? The tensions
and ambiguities between these two positions make this an important book about

53. One difference between the two books is that Braudel posits his three-tier perception of the
past as a model for historical understanding overall, while Friedlander’s three levels are specific to
the Holocaust.

54. J. H. Hexter's article remains a classic. “Fernand Braudel and the Monde Braudellien . . . "
Journal of Modern History 44 (December 1972), 480-539. See dso Hans Kellner, “Disorderly Conduct:
Braudel’s Mediterranean Satire,” History and Theory 18 (May 1979), 197-222, here 217.

55. Megill, “Narrative and the Four Tasks of History Writing,” 103. Megill, following Hexter,
views The Mediterranean, which had epitomized for the Annalistes the explanatory form of writing
known as histoire probléme, as aform of descriptive history that is no less explanatory and revealing
for that (see 94).
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historical writing, while they also define its limitations. Indeed, the argument
about historical understanding embedded in the book should be set free from the
bounded context of present-day Holocaust historical representation.

Let us begin this discussion by tracing the intellectual origins of The Years of
Extermination. They are to be found in Probing the Limits of Representation, a
book edited by Friedlander and published in 1992, that explored the representa-
tion of the Holocaust against the challenge of post-modernism that rejected the
possibility of afirm reality beyond the self-referentiality of linguistic constructs.®
Twice in the introduction to Probing the Limits Friedlander cites a sentence by
Pierre Vidal-Naquet quoted from Carlo Ginzburg's essay “Just One Witness. “I
was convinced that . . . everything should necessarily go through a discourse.. . .
but beyond this, or before this, there was something irreducible which, for better or
worse, | would still call reality. Without this reality, how could we make a differ-
ence between fiction and history?’®" The Years of Extermination provides a total
history of the Holocaust as an irreducible reality by using not just one, but many
witnesses.®® At the same time, Friedlander also intimates in the introduction that
“aprecise description of the unfolding of events. . . [and the] impact of empirical
evidence” cannot by itself “carry its own interpretation, its own truth.”*® And he
ends by saying: “But the truth aimed at by history’s, as opposed here to fiction’s,
specific form of discourse needs the maintaining of other convergent paths as
well . .. it does not kill the possibility of art—on the contrary, it requiresit for its
transmission.”® The book’s narrative commingles two aspects, only seemingly
contradictory: itslanguage istied to reality through adetailed history of the event
and the voice of its witnesses, while its form alternates with violent dislocation
that is uncommon in historical studies.

A mix of personal and professional considerations explains Friedlénder’s
underlying approach to the Holocaust. We begin with the historian, described
by Johan Huizinga at the outset of this essay as having “constantly to rely on
something in himself that is much deeper and more impenetrable than the purely
logical association of ideas.” Friedlander’s view of Holocaust history emanates
not only from methodological or historiographical considerations, but from
his relations to his work, from the meeting point of personal experience and
historical subject matter. Historians prefer to ignore the issue of the relations

56. Probing the Limits of Representation: Nazism and the “Final Solution,” ed. Saul Friedlénder
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992). Hayden White expressed in the volume a com-
promise position that attempted to escape the extreme consequences of his relativism.

57. Friedlander, “Introduction,” ibid., 20. See aso 8.

58. Carlo Ginzburg tells in “Just One Witness® the story of two Jewish witnesses who survived
the extermination of their communities in fourteenth-century France. Ginzburg brings forth the most
radical argument against White's relativism: the voice of one single witness is enough to reach a cer-
tain historical reality and therefore some historical truth. Friedlander summarizes in the Introduction
Ginzburg's contribution. In the following paragraph, which is very short and separated by a double
space, he points out without commentary that at Belzec extermination camp, where 600,000 Jews
were massacred, two witnesses survived to tell the tale. Here we can see the origins of the narrative
form of The Years of Extermination.

59. Friedlander, Probing the Limits of Representation, 7. Friedlander implies that for most histo-
rians a description of facts does carry its own truth, setting himself apart from this group. He makes
this point in relation to Christopher Browning's essay in the volume.

60. Ibid., 20. He cites Shoshana Felman.
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of the historian to his or her subject matter, to pretend it does not exist, or just
to keep silent about it; it is considered a personal matter, and therefore outside
of scholarly detachment and objectivity.®! But this is a mistake. By leaving out
Friedlénder’s relationship to his work we leave out whole areas of how narra-
tive and interpretive decisions are made. “To miss the emotional intensity of the
historical operation is to miss a major part of its meaning,” Linda Orr observed
perceptively.®? Part of Friedlander’s historical insight comes from intuition, with-
out which no historical work can be written. It is also linked to his experience,
as he attempted to translate it into historical language. Friedlander the historian
couched his argumentsin the language of chronology, context, and evidence, but
his personal experience silently intimated that these are not quite enough to make
sense of the horror of it al.

This is reflected in Friedlander's view that placed the Holocaust squarely
“within the relevant historical framework,” even as he questioned whether it
alows “for any kind of narrative” and “whether any historical approach could
suffice to redeem, that is convincingly to interpret” it.® He gave voice to gen-
eral, public perceptions about the difficulty in understanding the Holocaust, and
was able to see the development of Holocaust studies and memory several steps
before most. His insights make sense within these contexts; they should be taken
seriously as a reflection of historical representation of the Holocaust at a spe-
cific period. But as historical insights qua historical they are either wrong or not
unique to the Holocaust. History is not supposed to redeem the past and it cannot
be asked to interpret it convincingly in al respects. The Final Solution does al-
low for any kind of narrative, historical or otherwise; it is a question of cultural
and moral sensihilitiesin their specific context, and of the author’ s intention (the
comedy of Roberto Benigni's La vita e bella, the comics of Art Spiegelman, and
thetragedy of LouisMalle€' s Au revoir les enfants are all possible, but would have
been shocking in 1950). Historical narratives come in limited varieties, as we
have seen with narratives of the Holocaust crafted by historians, and there is no
reason to think that any human event forecloses narrative modalities or escapes
the grasp of aplausible narrative. | suspect that Friedlander the historian knew all
this, but he felt, together with a whole generation, that the usual historical narra-
tives|eft out an essential element, a historical sensation, about the event.

Friedldnder does not argue that the Holocaust stands apart, and yet thisis the
underlying tone of the book. The individual voices that pierce the historical nar-
rative “would hardly be necessary in ahistory of the price of wheat on the eve of
the French Revolution, but it is essentia to the historical representation of mass
extermination.”® Note, too, that Friedlénder presents the sensation of disbelief
as separate and opposed to “thorough historical study.” The narrative form of
the book thus seems to fit the particular case of the Holocaust (and potentially

61. See Alon Confino, “The Historian's Representations,” in idem, Germany as a Culture of
Remembrance: Promises and Limits of Writing History (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2006), 1-22.

62. Linda Orr, “Intimate Images,” in A New Philosophy of History, ed. Frank Ankersmit and Hans
Kellner (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 90.

63. Friedlander, “The ‘Final Solution,’” 23, 32. Emphasis in the original.

64. Friedlander, The Years of Extermination, XXVi.
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other mass exterminations). But the example of the price of wheat is not a good
one; no one would deny that this topic demands a different sensibility. The ques-
tion is whether it would demand a fundamentally different mode of historical
proceeding; the answer to this question is surely “no.” The Holocaust is a special
event; we feel it, and we feel correctly. But it demands a different sensibility not
because it is an event that goes off the charts of regular historical analysis, but
because the stakes of interpreting it are higher for human morality and history
than the price of wheat. (It would be a different story in a case in which a delib-
erate human action changed the price of wheat in order to cause massive hunger
and death). It seems to me that Friedldnder (the historian) would agree with this
argument against historical uniqueness, while Friedlander (the person defined by
his experience and memories) would wish to preserve some kind of undefined
specialness to the Holocaust. He attempted to capture this duality in The Years
of Extermination by writing a historical text whose formal essence broadens the
boundaries of history.

My interpretation of this narrative strategy isthat it reveals a certain el ement of
the past that is not quite knowable through ordinary historical narrative though it
clearly existed and is indeed essential to understanding the period. The problem
with Friedlander’s view about commingling irreducible reality and the possibil-
ity of art is not that it is not historical enough, but on the contrary, that it is too
limited: thisisasensibility, to my mind, that belongs to all historical understand-
ing. His argument, bounded by personal experience, by public and scholarly
perceptions of the Holocaust, and by (some) conventions of the historical craft,
needs to be set free so that it can become clear that it applies to al historical
understanding.

I would like to view the narrative of The Years of Extermination from the
following perspective. | begin with the assumption that for the historian the Ho-
locaust does not present exceptional problems of representation, but conversely
it plainly reveals problems of historical representation overall.® Historical sensa-
tion is part of al historical reconstruction, which requires going beyond the logi-
cal association of events into human elements of the period. Historical sensation
is not separate from historical investigation, but they together comprise historical
understanding. Johan Huizinga described well this historical sensation:

Thereisin al historical awareness a most momentous component, that is most suitably
characterized by the term historical sensation. One could aso speak of historical contact.
Historical imagination already says too much, and much the same is true of historical
vision . . . this contact with the past, that is accompanied by the absolute conviction of
complete authenticity and truth, can be provoked by aline from a chronicle, by an engrav-
ing, a few sounds of an old song. . . . Historical sensation does not present itself to us as
are-living, but as an understanding that is closely akin to the understanding of music, or,
rather, of the world by music.®

65. Dan Stone writes eloquently on this point in Constructing the Holocaust, 30.

66. Frank Ankersmit, Sublime Historical Experience (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005),
120-121. | use Ankersmit’strandlation. | found Ankersmit’s notion of historical experience insightful
for thinking about historical sensation.
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| interpret this notion of historical sensation to mean two things. It is, first, a
necessary awareness on the part of the historian in order to perform his or her
task, namely, to reconstruct and to understand the past. It isnot only an awareness
of the specific context of the past, but also of the total strangeness of the past—we
may call it the mystery of the past—that cannot quite be captured by the historical
method alone. It demands a certain intuition. Friedlénder is a master of the craft
because of his historical sensation.

Second, historical sensation also means an essential element in the mental
world of people in the past that must be captured by the historian. It is not mys-
tical or irrational: it is based on sources that are painstakingly explored. But it
demands a certain intuition to link elements that seem unconnected, to see new
ideas beyond convention and tradition. The Years of Extermination captures the
historical sensation of disbelief through a close reading of diaries, chosen and
used according to strict historical method, that endow the book with (what we
feel is) apresence of the past. This historical sensation is based on the materiality
of the written page, the pen, and the act of writing in the direst circumstances. In
this context, familiar sources and events receive new meaning, as when Friedlén-
der recounts the last diary line of Chaim Kaplan, the chronicler of the Warsaw
Ghetto, on August 4, 1942: “If my life ends—what will become of my diary.”®”
Huizinga was inspired to write The Autumn of the Middle Ages after looking at
a painting of Van Eyck. He claimed that in some cases objects of the past can
preserve “an aura of the past itself,” that the past maintains a certain presence in
artifacts (such as paintings, furniture, everyday objects, or a book).® The diaries
transmit a sense of the past itself asif it had survived.

Far from being based on a special method for a specia historical case, The
Years of Extermination isto my mind a model for how to apprehend and to
present historical sensation. | associate The Years of Extermination, with itsrich
description of the period, with great historical works such as Jacob Burckhardt's
The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy and Johan Huizinga' s The Autumn of
the Middle Ages, which are a source of inspiration for the way they captured a
sense of the past.® It isin this sense that my argument—that the fundamental im-
portance of the book goes beyond its explanation and interpretive framework—is
clarified. Theinterpretations of Burckhardt and Huizinga are of course important,
though many of their arguments have been understandably revised over the de-
cades. But what has endured is the vast description of impressions, sensibilities,
and beliefs—in their narratives that are also fractured—that has made it possible
for readersto conceive of and imagine the Renaissance and the Late Middle Ages
through their chronologica and psychological distance.

Historical sensationis part of al historical reconstruction. And here we see the
tremendous accomplishment as well as the limits of The Years of Extermination.
Historical sensation permeates the book, both in terms of Friedlander’ s approach

67. Friedlander, The Years of Extermination, 430.

68. Ankersmit, Sublime Historical Experience, 115.

69. Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, 2 vols. (New York: Modern
Library, 1975); Johan Huizinga, The Autumn of the Middle Ages (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1996).
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and in terms of him articulating a sensation that was essential to the period. But
in terms of method he presents sensation as separate and opposed to “thorough
historical study,” whereas in fact they are united, comprising together historical
understanding. And in this respect, The Years of Extermination only lays bare
more clearly in the case of the Holocaust what is an essential element in all his-
torical understanding.

University of Virginia



