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Robert Eaglestone (RHUL) 
“What is at Stake in the Study of the Holocaust?” 
 
 

Any serious study of any problem or historical phenomena opens up to an endless range 
of questions. Relation of these questions to the Holocaust and their role in the public 
sphere demonstrates that there is much at stake in the study of the Holocaust. This paper 
will explore some of these issues, and why the Holocaust might seem to be pivotal to so 
many of them.   
 
Holocaust historiography has generated numerous debates such as the politics of 
Holocaust memory; the definition of genocide; the role of perpetrators and their 
prosecution; the uniqueness of the Holocaust, to mention a few. In the course of these 
debates ‘history’ and ‘memory’ have often been contrasted with each other. History comes 
to stand for a clinical positivism while memory is linked to a constellation of quasi-
sacramental ideas around commemoration, guilt, honouring the dead, etc. However, as 
time moves on, the Holocaust comes to be seen as more, not less, central to our epoch. A 
new series of debates has arisen both from the study of the events and from the attempts 
to understand them in relation to our world. Crucial to that is our understanding of 
‘memory’. I will suggest that ‘memory’, which developed in no small part from debates over 
Holocaust memory, has become the central ‘supplement’ (in the Derridean sense) to many 
contemporary discourses. Other issues at stake is the role of the Holocaust in 
understanding post-cold War Europe; debates over ‘Biopolitics’ and the role of the state; 
the relationship between colonialism and power. Indeed, the question of ‘Modernity’ seems 
to be the question of the Holocaust. 
 
The study of the Holocaust raises several broader issues. Jacques Derrida discussed the 
complexities of the ‘translation’ of thoughts and discourses into what are commonly called 
the events of history and/or of ‘politics. Debates over perpetrators and victims are 
refracted in the current ‘War on Terror’; issues of dependence and violence are highlighted 
in Judith Butler's recent work; a range of current novelists and writers make links between 
the Holocaust and the current geo-political situation. These acts of hermeneutic communal 
self-understanding might be at the core of what is currently at stake in Holocaust studies. 
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Dan Stone (RHUL) 
“The Relationship Between Holocaust Historiography and Genocide 
Studies” 
 
The historiography of the Holocaust has now reached enormous proportions. It is divided 
into many sub-fields, with notable specialist areas in perpetrators, business history, Nazi 
ideology and institutional studies of Nazi and state agencies. Older issues such as the 
‘intentionalist- functionalist debate’ or the timing of the decision-making process remain 
central to the literature, but are less contentious than they were a decade or two ago. 
Likewise, the question of the relationship between the Holocaust and other genocides has 
also matured, and the sometimes ugly characteristics of the ‘uniqueness debate’ of the 
1980s and early 1990s have given way to more considered reflection. 
  
Yet whether there are meaningful historical connections between the Holocaust and other 
genocides remains a live and heated issue, even if few scholars now think that raising the 
question automatically results in ‘relativizing’ the Holocaust. The aim of this presentation is 
to show how scholars have been developing this question through relatively new methods 
of careful historical reconstruction instead of mere assertion and counter-assertion (as 
used to be the case). I will argue that it is possible to use the methodologies developed in 
Holocaust historiography to understand other genocides, and that by using the Holocaust 
to create a general history and theory of genocide one neither downplays the significance 
nor loses the specificities of the Holocaust or of any other case of genocide. 
 
 
Terje Emberland (HL-senteret) 
“Norwegian Waffen-SS Volunteers and the Nordic Idea” 
 
The study of foreign volunteers in the German Waffen-SS raises many questions. As far 
as Norway is concerned, one of the questions is: why did Heinrich Himmler and the SS 
spend so much energy and resources trying to recruit Norwegians, despite the obvious 
military insignificance and futility of that enterprise? 
 
Part of the answer to this question is to be found in the racial ideology of the SS, 
developed by such writers as Hans F. K. Günther and Walter Darré. These authors 
portrayed the Norwegians as the carriers of the purest Nordic blood and the embodiment 
of the ancient Germanic warrior-peasant. 
 
Tracing the activities of Himmler during his two visits to Norway in the first half of 1941, it 
becomes evident that such romantic ideas were instrumental in fuelling the recruitment 
efforts of the Waffen-SS and in shaping the future plans that Himmler had envisaged for 
Norwegians within the Greater Germanic Reich.  
 
 
David Cesarani (RHUL) 
“The Career and Crimes of Adolf Eichmann: a Re-Evaluation” 
 



 

Adolph Eichmann is an iconic figure in popular perceptions of the Nazi persecution and 
mass murder of the Jews. His ubiquity stems in part from his apparent centrality to the 
‘Final Solution’. At his trial he was accused of having a pivotal role in the genocide against 
Europe’s Jews. Although commentators and historians subsequently questioned the 
extent to which his position was a focal one, paradoxically the effort to downgrade 
Eichmann‘s importance and to place him in a different perspective only increased the 
attention he received. Hannah Arendt famously argued that Eichmann was a cog in the 
wheel of a vast exterminating machine, a robot-like administrator who could easily have 
been replaced by another man. Her depiction of Eichmann influenced generations of 
historians and thinkers according to whom Nazi 
Germany was a super-centralized modern and hierarchical state in which power and 
authority flowed from the top downwards and officials decided the fate of millions. 
Eichmann thus became a key figure in one of the most enduring approaches to the Nazi 
era and the Final Solution.  
 
Since the early 1990s, however, a stream of local and institutional studies have exposed 
the conduct of men and women, Germans and their collaborators, at every level of policy 
making and implementation in the Third Reich and in the territories it controlled. These 
studies have also clarified our understanding of how the decisions were taken that led to 
genocide. If the conception of Nazi Germany as a monolithic state that implemented a 
smoothly-unfolding, centralized, and bureaucratically conducted genocide that was 
perpetrated by desk-killers has been eroded, where does that leave Adolf Eichmann? In 
this paper I will explore how the image and understanding of Eichmann has changed since 
1945 and how new research obliges us to re-evaluate the reasons he became a Nazi, his 
early career in the Sicherheitsdienst (the SD), and the moment at which he became an 
executor of genocide. 
 
 
Anton Weiss-Wendt (HL-senteret) 
“The Treatment of the Holocaust in Soviet War Crimes Trials” 
 
The Soviet Union took an active part in setting up the International Military Tribunal at 
Nuremberg. Soviet evidence mainly derived from the work of a special commission that 
had been created in 1942 for the purpose of collecting evidence of Nazi crimes committed 
on the Soviet territory. The application of Marxist dogma, which considered Nazism a form 
of imperialism, and the differences in interpretation of law made Western powers sceptical 
about Soviet justice. I will argue, however, that the Soviet war crimes trials may serve as a 
valuable source when it comes to the study of the Holocaust. 
 
The Soviet Union had launched and operated the first and most extensive program of 
domestic war crimes trials in post-1945 Europe. Despite the presence of ideology and the 
lack of due process, Soviet trials meticulously documented crimes perpetrated against the 
Jews and Roma (Gypsies). Such aspects of the Holocaust as the use of gas vans or the 
extent of local collaboration received substantive coverage in the trial proceedings. When 
dealing with individual atrocities, Soviet trial records often remain the only source available 
to historians. The U. S. Holocaust Memorial Museum has played a particularly important 
role in collecting and systematizing war crimes trial records from East Europe and the 
former Soviet Union.    
 
 



 

Zoe Waxman (RHUL) 
Towards an Integrated History of the Holocaust: Masculinity, 
Femininity, and Genocide 
 
Since the first conference on ‘Women Surviving the Holocaust’ in New York City in March 
1983, research into the gendered nature of women’s Holocaust experiences has been 
steadily gathering momentum. There is now a sizeable literature seeking to address how 
women’s experiences during the Holocaust might be different to those of men. Recent 
research on the rape and sexual abuse of women during the ‘ethnic cleansing’ in the 
former Yugoslavia, and the genocide in Rwanda has further encouraged feminist scholars 
to return to the Holocaust and look more closely at the specificity of women’s experiences.  
 
While this is laudable, the question that must be addressed is whether men’s Holocaust 
experiences should also be subject to a gendered analysis? This paper argues that the 
role of masculinity warrants further attention in Holocaust studies; not just in the study of 
the perpetrators, but also in the study of the Jewish victims.  More attention needs to be 
paid to how both men and women’s experiences are structured by preconceived gender 
roles, and how their identities have been shaped around gendered beliefs. The Nazi 
commitment to destroying the Jewish family meant that both masculine and feminine roles 
came under attack.  In the ghettos of Eastern Europe, for example, men found themselves 
unable to fulfil their role of breadwinner, and it was women who were increasingly left with 
the burden of providing for their families. Using the testimonies written in the ghettos, as 
well as the memoirs of survivors, it will be seen that the Nazi attack on the Jewish family 
resulted in a crisis of femininity, and also a less well-understood crisis of masculinity. 
 
 
Claudia Lenz (HL-senteret) 
“Holocaust Commemoration in Norway: National and Universalistic 
Interpretations" 
 
This paper takes its starting point in the assumption that historical consciousness links the 
past to both the present and the future, forming narratives that serve individual and 
collective needs for direction, social order, and identity. Until recently, the Holocaust has 
been associated with such iconic images as Anne Frank but often dissociated from 
national history. Meanwhile, the history of the persecution of the Norwegian Jews is on its 
way to school curricula. From a blind spot in the Norwegian history writing and memory 
culture, the Holocaust has emerged as a major reference point in recent years. This 
constellation places Holocaust memory in the dynamics of denationalisation and re-
nationalisation, as has been described by Daniel Levi and Nathan Sznaider.  
 
The mere fact that the Holocaust is now a part of history culture does not tell us much how 
it is being told and represented in memory culture, even less so how it is being interpreted 
and used by individuals and groups. By asking how Norwegians relate history of the 
Holocaust to national, local, and even private narratives, we essentially probe the link 
between past and present. Using examples from my own empirical research, I will discuss 
the meaning attached to the Holocaust within national, global, and local frames of 
reference in Norway. 
 


