When I first heard of your group: a gathering of English students interested in Theory, I was at once surprised and hopeful.  First off, to my way of thinking, Ball State’s English department provides a highly rarefied introduction to literary theory and cultural studies.  As you all know, while many classes cover theoretical issues and provide ample application of theory to literature, there is little opportunity to study literary theory in itself, as a historical movement ferrying concepts between many disciplinary islands.  As is the case is many programs across the country, literary theory is considered an advanced area of literary study, best left for graduate school.  I disagree and thankfully, you have proven me right.

Before I delve headlong into my topic for today, it would be best if you knew a little about me.  Getting to know me personally is easy.  It only takes a few minutes over a cup of Joe at the MT Cup, or if you prefer, a beer at Scotty’s.  But it would be helpful, I think, to learn a little about me, professionally speaking, since I am what we in the discipline call a “pure” theorist, which means, if given a choice between Derrida or Proust, I would chose Derrida.  The shelves behind me in my office at home house Foucault and Lyotard, Baudrillard and Barthes, Deleuze and Guattari, and many other now dead French guys who most of you have never heard of.  To get to the literature, I have to get up from my desk and cross the room.  The physical arrangement of one’s books in the architectural scaffolding of one’s room, you certainly know, can tell you a lot about that person.

I have a Ph.D. from Purdue in Literary Theory and Cultural Studies.  My dissertation was three hundred pages of reading exemplars of postmodern American literature (Don DeLillo, Thomas Pynchon, Kathy Acker, and Mark Z. Danielewski) through the filter of twentieth century theories of science, particularly quantum mechanics and mathematical topology.  But in another sense, I could just as easily say that I read those authors the way Gilles Deleuze would have.  If I had to describe what I do in terms common to theory, I would be Deleuzian.  When I first read Deleuze and Guattari’s introduction to Thousand Plateaus on the Rhizome in the fall of 1994, it was like reading the Bible for the first time.  I found my home.  I knew where I belonged.  But, that is a topic for another day, assuming you chose to have me back.

If you will forgive my consonance: my topic tonight is topical.  You see, I will be teaching a special topics course in the Spring on the Holocaust—yet another area of interest of mine—and I would like to get some more English majors in there, to counter balance the history and psychology majors.  So, please forgive my shameless pandering.  Tonight, I will be talking about the role Holocaust studies plays in the grand dialogue of the humanities and social sciences, and what it can teach us about so-called “western humanism”.

Scholars in many of the social sciences often think of the Shoah—the Hebrew term for the Holocaust (it means destruction)—as the site where Western Humanism met its end.  Humanism, as we all know, is the philosophy that began in the Mafioso intrigues of the Renaissance.  Aside from a belief in progress—the bigger, the faster, the more rational, the less emotional the better, humanism is also responsible for the theory that the human being is not only the center of the universe, but is also its crowning achievement.  Social scientists tend to conceptualize the Shoah as the telos of the Enlightenment project of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, though often in not-so-specific terms.  Scholars who’s work bridges the gap between the social sciences and the humanities, such as Michel Foucault and Jean-François Lyotard tend to make such a claim more overtly.  However, I would like to suggest that for scholars in the humanities such as literary studies, history, and philosophy, this timeline analogy undergoes a slight, but significant change.

This change has to do with the way the Shoah functions in this timeline.  Scholars like myself who tend to read more survivor testimonies than political analyses, more literature than social science, tend to see the Shoah not so much as the place where Western humanism and the Enlightenment philosophy of progress died, but more so as the last stage of the Enlightenment process itself.  The twisted Nazi logic of mass murder is not some aberrant strain of infection that cut the life of humanism short, as the new critics would have us believe, but is rather the final, necessary stage of its life cycle.  

I would like to quote Tadeusz Borowski from the most famous passage of his graphic testimony This Way to the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen, as a way to situate this kind of thinking.  In a letter to his wife, from Auschwitz, he says,

Only now do I realize what price was paid for building the ancient civilizations.  The Egyptian pyramids, the temples and Greek statues—what a hideous crime they were!  You know how much I used to like Plato.  Today, I realized he lied.  For the things of this world are not a reflection of the ideal, but a product of human sweat, blood and hard labor.  It is we who built the pyramids […] while they wrote dialogues and dramas [… and] made wars over boundaries and democracies.  We were filthy and died real deaths.  They were ‘aesthetic’ and carried on subtle debates.


There can be no beauty if it is paid for by human injustice, nor truth that passes over injustice in silence, nor moral virtue that condones it.  […]  We rave over the extermination of the Etruscans, the destruction of Carthage, over treason, deceit, plunder.  Roman Law!  Yes, today too there is a law! (131-132)

Awaiting the next trainload of wealthy Jews from Sosnowitz for him to plunder in the name of the self-professed champions of Western civilization, Borowski realizes that the social and penal structure of the death camp is not alien, not out of the bounds of Western humanism, but square in the middle of it.  As Michel Foucault has so convincingly shown, this penal system is one of the many buttresses supporting the cathedral of Western Humanism.  If we follow the development of humanism from the regicides of the renaissance and the nation building of the enlightenment, through the triumph of the individual in the romantic period and his eventual debasement to technology in the era of realism, is it any surprise that modern man continued to write humanistic poetry as the walls were falling, in the very shadow of Auschwitz?  For a modern poet like H.D., this is not a metaphor, but a reality of her writing situation.  The first section of H.D.’s epic poem Trilogy, entitled “The Walls Do Not Fall” is a series of poems she wrote during the London air raids of 1941.  Modern man, the man who valued the life of the mind, but who also felt the growing anxiety of history quickly engulfing him, is both the evolutionary paragon of Western humanism, and the final stage in its life cycle.

A decade after Borowski, Theodore Adorno will proclaim that to write poetry after Auschwitz is obscene.  I think Borowski would have agreed, had he not stuck his head in an oven six years after the war was over, and just two weeks after his daughter was born.   Yet, those of us in holocaust studies know that not only did poetry survive Auschwitz, it actually flourished in it.  Hedi Fried’s The Road to Auschwitz describes in detail how she and her bloc mates managed to both preserve the poetry of their past on ‘organized’ scraps of paper, while at the same time, creating a new kind of poetry as they sang on their way to work camp.  Poetry survived the ashes of Auschwitz, even if many poets did not.  But as the first generation of post-holocaust poets demonstrated, the ‘poetry’—the literature that emerged from the ashes of Auschwitz resembled nothing like the literature of Western humanism, in part because the literature of Western humanism, even while serving to critique it in so many sophisticated ways, nonetheless was a product of it.  

In 1942, the year that more Jews were murdered than any other of the Shoah, was also the point where this new, anti-humanistic literature was born.  Like a faint light in the smoke and ash that hung oppressively low over Auschwitz, Camus’ The Stranger, boldly narrated the last stage of humanism through the eyes of the modern, enlightened everyman: a proud, unrepentant murderer.  The first paragraph signals that a paradigm shift has already occurred, as Mersault hears of the death of his absent mother with utter detachment and indifference: “Mother died today.  Or, maybe, yesterday; I can’t be sure.  The Telegram from the Home says: YOUR MOTHER PASSED AWAY.  FUNERAL TOMORROW.  DEEP SYMPATHY.  Which leaves the matter doubtful; it could have been yesterday.”     

As Primo Levi so starkly demonstrates, Auschwitz is certainly where reason met its end, when the SS guard answers his first question off the train with a blow to his head, reponding: “Warum?  Heir ist Kein Warum.”  But it is dangerous to infer from this that Reason itself was murdered in Auschwitz.  Quiet the contrary, Reason in its coldest and most detached sense, is what allowed Auschwitz to produce us much as 10,000 bodies a day.  At maximum efficiency, without the hassles of broken crematoriums or the simplistic challenges of keeping a body alive on 187 calories a day, Reason is perfect at producing truth—the truth that Humanism taken to the nth degree, has need of only one human to prove its validity.  The Nazis were the inheritors, but unfortunately not the last implementers of a millennia-spanning system of exploitation, plunder, and murder, one we continue to teach in every grade school lesson that exalts rather than vilifies men like Alexander the Great and Napoleon, Henry Ford, and Theodore Roosevelt.  

When Hermann Goering claims on the witness stand at Nuermberg in 1946 that the Nazis did nothing that the Americans did not do to their own native peoples, Chief American prosecutor Robert  Jackson was quick to point out that the court was not interested in interrogating the motives of the past, but the current motives of Hitler’s second in command who stood before them.  To this, Goering confidently sat back in the witness box, hands crossed, content knowing that his crimes were not unique.  So began our first act of Holocaust denial, our first act in denying our own complicity in the destruction process. 

As long as we continue to actively forget or even casually dismiss America’s part in this grand drama of Western Humanism, preferring instead to think of ourselves as the inheritors of its best features, at the neglect of all the negative ones, we are not so much in danger of repeating it as is so often claimed.  Hell, we repeat it everyday.  Every time the horrors of the Nazis remain in a bubble to be studied like some radical strain of virus; every time we dismiss the Nazis as crazy or brainwashed or better, fucked in the head; every time we draw a thick black line between us and them; we repeat the very mechanisms that constitute Western Humanism, the very mechanisms that perpetuate the lie that if only humanity matters, then it necessarily stands to reason, that only one human will suffice.  When humanity is positioned as necessary, rather than contingent, Nazism reigns.  What the Nazis should teach us is that the Nazi exists in all of us.  In the quest for Enlightenment and perfection, individual members of humanity fall prey to the laws of Darwin—the law that says there is no free will, only the will of the strong and the will of the weak.  The contingency of humanity must trump the necessity of humanity.  The fragility of any one human being must outweigh the value of the whole, for as Borowski says, if the whole of humanism is the foundation of virtue and culture, art and reason, then puffing ourselves up with these vicissitudes should make us ashamed, if not altogether sick to our stomachs.  These institutions lead to our ultimate destruction, not our proposed enlightenment.   

It is easy to forget what it is we are actually supposed to remember on Yom HaShoah, the day of Holocaust remembrance.  Phrases like “The murder of six million Jews parenthesis and countless thousands of Gypsies, Jehovah’s Wittnesses, and homosexuals end parenthesis, at the hands of Nazi barbarity” only serves to thicken the line that erroneously separates the guilty from the innocent.  Tadeusz Borowski at least had the guts to admit that he was guilty through compliance.  Today, such an admission is hard to find, critically speaking.  Usually, it is left to the fringes, the margins, the frontier.  Just the raspy howl of Marilyn Manson in our collective unconscious, from “Irresponsible Hate Anthem”: “Everybody’s someone else’s nigger.  I know you are, so am I”.

