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"'Why do you care?': Some Thoughts from an Honest English Teacher"
NSCS Integrity Day 
Keynote Speech

April 9, 2008

When your intrepid Vice-President Sarah Rambeau asked me if I would like to speak for Integrity Day, I was somewhat hesitant.  You see, I have known Sara for two years now.  In that time as the Academic Adviser for NSCS, we’ve worked together, and we’ve laughed together, but she has never seen me in my professional capacity as a teacher.  Save for the yearly advisor appreciation dinner we have at Scotty’s, none of the officers have the slightest inkling of what I’m like in the classroom, though they hear stories from friends and other NSCS members all the time.  So I realized that by speaking here today, the people whom I know the best in NSCS would be getting a taste of what I’m like in the classroom for the first time, and I have a reputation to uphold.
So as I pondered the meaning of Integrity Day for the chapter and Ball State, I began to think about my own professional life as a Holocaust Scholar.  Then I realized that Sara’s request provided me with an opportunity to do something I’d never done before, since I’ve never had a quote-unquote real job, save a decade and a half of menial summer jobs, which qualify as ‘real’ jobs about as much as having a cell phone qualifies you for a career in telecommunications.  You see, when you all graduate from our hallowed halls and venture off into the great unknown we here call the quote-unquote real world, a keystone question you will all be asked by prospective employers revolves around your short term or five-year career goals.  Employers ask this question not because they are so much interested in you answer, of course, but as a way to test if you have though that far ahead.  If you haven’t, they flash you their pearly whites and offer you a dismissive handshake.  This much about the real world I do know.
As I though about this scenario, I realized that this spring marks the end of my fifth year as a professor here, which made me think back on my own interview.  While I’m sure the assistant head of my department asked me this same question back then, I have no idea what my answer was, nor do I know if what I’m doing today is anything close to what I thought I would be doing five years ago.  Judging by where I’m at today, I’m guessing that my answer must have been a good one.  So as an homage to those of you who soon will be fielding this question, I would like to offer you my own reflection on what it is I do and more importantly, why, as a round about way of assessing my five year tenure here and as way of reflecting on my sense of classroom integrity.  But in order to do this, I’ll first have to take you on a disturbing journey with me through my field, which is not for the fait of heart.  So while the meaty middle of this speech will certainly be rough seas for some of us, I ask that you bear with me, for everything that I have to say today directly relates to integrity.  But first, a little about me.   
That I am a teacher by nature is not a shock to any who are around me for any length of time.  When I’m not teaching something here, I’m teaching ballroom dace to Carmel High School students, or at the Arthur Murray Dance Studio in Fishers.  And when I’m not teaching my usual subjects here, I go ahead and teach everyone else’s as well.  My world lit students say that they learn more western history from me in the first week of class than they do in a semester of History 150.  My Intro to English studies students corroborate that I explain Freud’s tripartite structure of the human psyche more clearly that multiple semesters of Psych class.  And though few in my Reading and Writing about Literature class seem enthused at the prospect, I explain the quantum nature of matter with the simplicity of a kindergarten teacher when I introduce Postmodernism to them.  What this indicates to me is not so much that I am a great teacher, but more that there are some very bad ones out there.  And to me, this explains why so many students often claim that while their teachers are intellectually brilliant, this rarely maters, because brilliance, as you all know is no substitute for good teaching.  Let’s face it, many teachers wouldn’t recognize good teaching if it feel out of the sky, landed on their face, and started to wiggle.  World History, Freudian psychoanalysis, quantum physics: believe it or not, but these are the easy things.  Really.  Its’ the teaching of them that is hard.   
And this brings me to my overall subject for today: 

Every year I teach in introduction to the Holocaust course for my department, which certainly falls under the rubric of things pretty frigging impossible to try and explain to a normal person, let alone teach.  How do you actually teach mass death and wanton murder?  How do you teach someone what evil is?  

On the first day of that class, I am always asked the same question: why I do it; why I teach the holocaust.  Now, such questions are fishing questions: the kind that students ask to size-up their professor before the semester begins.  In my case, maybe they want a glimpse into my own background or my motivations; maybe they just want to see if I’ll open up to them; or, maybe they want to find out if I’ll be just another brilliant scholar who can’t teach his way out of the proverbial wet paper bag.  I don’t know.  But I do know that no one ever asks a statistics professor why they teach statistics.  And this should be shocking, given than from the so-called ‘academic’ point of view of neutrality and objectivity, when you take away the horror and the emotional veneer over it, the holocaust is nothing more than a very advanced and very long statistics problem.  But what you quickly find about a subject like the holocaust is that it is impossible to approach from a completely neutral point of view.  Such an approach, in fact, seems offensive, even sinful.

Subjects like mathematics or chemistry seem detached and aloof from the intimate, day-to-dayness of human affairs perhaps because they deal so much in abstractions: math in particular comes to mind, but something like religion, or art, or English seem much more personal, or at least personalizing.  We feel that we are more defined by our language than our numbers, I guess.  Either way, students feel more emotionally invested in these ‘humanistic’ kinds of subjects, and this is why my fellow humanities teachers take such care to contextualize why we teach what we do to them: a kind of care that your average math professor may, but certainly need not share.  This in turn explains to them why taking a traditionally emotionless and academic approach to the Holocaust is simply anathema to our inner natures as feeling human beings. 
I explain that first and foremost, I am not Jewish, which usually raises more questions than provides answers.  I continue that no one in my family is Jewish.  I add that no one in my family was even in World War Two: the men in my family were either too old or too young.  Given that I grew up in White County, Indiana, where as a child in the 1970’s I remember the sign outside my hometown that used to read: “Welcome to White County, let’s keep it that way,” it should go without saying that until I went to college, I had never even met a Jew, let alone knew anything about them.  My only access to Jewish culture was through Mel Brooks and Woody Allen.  
I go on to explain that not only am I a white, Anglo-Saxon protestant, but my family was one of the first to settle this little, culturally isolated piece of land in the 1740’s, decades before we decided that being somebody else’s colony really sucked.  My family is old school white trash.  Before we came over here, we had names like Von-this and Von-that; we came from places like Thuringia and Bavaria: places not exactly known for their cultural tolerance.  It is essential, I believe, for my students to know that I come from a very long line of Teutonic oppressors.  I’m not just white, I’m the kind of white that makes non-whites pretty nervous.  I am whitey.  I am the man.  Misogyny, racism, and homophobia are my ancestral genetic markers.  By all rights, had my family stayed in Germany, we would probably have extolled the many virtues of Nazism in the 1930’s.  I’m sure my grandfathers would have been card-carrying Nazis.  And I explain that it is for these very reasons that I teach the Holocaust.
Now before you jump to the logical conclusion that either my family is a bunch of racist bigots (and some are, don’t get me wrong) or that I must have had some nasty, neo-Nazi past a la American History X that I’m just not mentioning, let me save you the questions.  In my youth, I neither tortured animals nor beat-up quote-unquote minorities as a hobby: remember, my hometown simply didn’t have any, save an occasional closet homosexual.  You see it’s sad to admit, but to have such a checkered past of gay bashing or cross burning would give me tons of ethos and credibility in a field like mine.  Who wouldn’t want to hear about how the Nazis think from someone who used to buy-into all of their racial nonsense?  Everyone loves a redemption story, even when guys like James Frey admit that they made it all up.  But you see, I don’t even have this to fall back on.  There is no redemption here.  My life has been very ordinary.  In second grade, I got paddled for sticking my freshly sharpened pencil under Tammy Duncan’s chair just before she sat down.  In junior high, I flicked the girl’s bra straps who I sat behind in social studies, just like every other pre-pubescent boy in my class.  In high school, I was the everyman: a band geek and a jock, a nerd and a cool guy.  And by my sophomore year of college, I was usually drunk stupid between Thursday night and Tuesday morning just like some of you.  You see: normal.  In terms of my credibility, it hurts that I have always been normal.  So in sum, my genetic predisposition toward the biological discrimination of others should preclude me from saying anything believable about the holocaust or French feminism or afro-American poetry or queer theory, but I do.  So in terms of integrity, there is absolutely no reason for anyone to trust me, so I have to give them one.
This is why I take my job so seriously.  I may not have much to offer in many departments, not the least of which are sensitivity or tact, but I do have lots of charisma, and the lessons of history show that evil men have abused this personal attribute more than all of the others combined.  Caligula, St. John Chrysostom, Torqemada, Martin Luther, Maximilien Robespierre, Napoleon, Adolf Hitler, Pol Pot, Slobodan Milosevic: none of these guys were jocks or nerds, none of them were prom king, but they all went to prom.  They were all ‘C’ students: not showing off and not falling behind.  They were average in all respects save one: everyone trusted them in an intimate, passionate kind of way because everything they did they did with absolute and utter conviction.  People may not understand conviction, but they tend to trust it.  Because of their likeability, these little men basked in the kind of trust that was never questioned by their inferiors or even their victims, even right up to the edge of the killing fields and the mass grave pits.

What I teach in all of my classes is the danger in this kind of absolute trust: even and especially in, ourselves.  I contextualize it in my classes this way, which I will pose to you here in the same way: Do any of you honestly think that a beaming twenty-something bride and her equally starry-eyed groom, currently the only legally acceptable combination in our state, honestly thinks when the duly appointed state representative asks if they take the other to be their very own—Eh, I’ve got a 50-50 chance so sure, why not?  Ceremonious events like this demand that the people who go through them be frigging committed, even when they aren’t.  Standing there, hearing those words, you are never more certain about anything in your life.  In fact, you literally bet your life on such a conviction.  Yet statistics do not lie.  We all know that marriage is a 50-50 shot.  So why do so many continue to get married?  Alcohol?  Is it because of the social pressure to fit in look like everybody else?  Is it to shut your mother up?  Probably all of the above and more, but ‘love’ is really not on the top of the list, if we’re honest with ourselves.  I love ho-ho’s and dogs and Kevin Smith movies and the Swedish death metal band Soilwork, and Edgar Allen Poe and unsweetend Ice-T and girls who wear glasses, but I don’t marry any of them.  If love were the primary reason—if that’s all a successful marriage needed, then the statistics would be false.  My explanation is that we simply deceive ourselves.  We rationalize.  We tell ourselves that statistics do not pertain to us.  We will be the statistics breakers, we say.  We’ll be the exception to the norm because our love is different.  It’s special.  Our love is quote unquote True.  I’ll never get divorced.  Divorce?  Say it with me: “Oh, that won’t happen to me”.  No one thinks it will happen to them.  
Likewise, does any one here honestly think that a 16-year old kid casually playing tag with his friends in Nuremberg in 1935 ever dreamed of himself schlepping through the Ukraine in the summer of 1941, and shooting upwards of 3500 Jews, one-by-one in the back of the neck all day long, every day?  Do you think that that was anyone’s five-year goal?  Do you think that was ever anybody’s plan?  

Our response to these human horrors is the same as our response before we take our vows: “Not me.  I would have been different.  I would have been the exception, the one who stood up and said, you know I love you and all, but a solid relationship needs much more than love to be successful, so I think we should just call it right here and save ourselves the effort; or you know, I wasn’t raised to believe that killing Jews is a good thing, so I think I’ll just sit over here and quietly protest, thank you very much”.  No, statistics show that most of us then and now were raised in very typical and very average environments, and these environments breed trust, obedience, and self-deception.  
Gustav Gilbert, the prison psychologist at the Nuremberg trials conducted many psychological tests and evaluations of the 21 highest ranking Nazi Defendants before and during their trial in 1946.  After this trial, many fellow psychologists conducted the same experiments and held the same therapy sessions for thousands of lower level Nazis as well.  The Nazis were all given Rorschach tests, personality tests, and IQ tests, and what did they find?  Nothing extraordinary.  Nothing special.  Nothing that challenged the meaty middle of normalcy, save that they were smarter than your average bear.  No stories of abusive fathers or distant mothers, no tales of pet mutilations or secret murder fantasies.  
But keeping this honest, statistics do prove that there are those who were raised this way: both today and in interwar Germany.  Serial killers who were beaten and locked in closets at night by their fathers as children and mass murderers who were rejected by everyone they ever tried to love are always among us.  But for every Nazi psychopath who used shrunken heads as paper weights and made lampshades out of tattooed human skin, there were 500 who found such behavior just as ghastly as most of us.  And it is these other 500 Nazis that we should be worried about, not the one exception, not the freak show.  Because it was these other 500 Nazis who murdered most of the 12 million people during their twelve years of terror and conquest, not the crazy ones.  
What most people do not know is that we have transcripts from trials the Nazis conducted against these monsters themselves, and all the cases, they found these guys of ‘excessive exuberance,’ a fancy term that meant that they actually enjoyed killing people.  Yes, the Nazis tried their own and usually locked them up until the allies found them just like we would have.  In many cases, they just summarily executed them, figuring they were irretrievably lost to madness—never able to play nicely with others.  So like us, you see, even the damn Nazis of all people didn’t think that they were capable of such horrific acts.  Sure they killed Jews, they thought, but they didn’t enjoy it: that would make them wierdos, wackos.  You killed Jews because your country asked you to; you killed Jews because your own cultural ideology depended on it; you killed Jews so your kids didn’t have to; but never because you wanted to.  Like Oedipus, everyone’s blindness—in this case, moral blindness— is self-imposed.  We do this to ourselves, and all because we can’t tell ourselves the truth.  
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”; every time we draw a thick black line between “us” normal people over here who would never do such things, even at gun-point and “them” over there—the freaks, the crazies, the monsters; we repeat the very mechanisms that perpetuate this lie.  It becomes too easy to stand behind the empty mantras of Holocaust studies like “we remember,” and “Never again,” when we never think ourselves capable of committing such crimes against our fellow human beings in the first place.  We use these empty phrases like salve on our own nervous conscience.  And these phrases only thicken the lines between “us” and “them”.  They stand as false borders easily separating the guilty from the innocent.  The real truth is that we are all always already guilty.  No one is innocent.  
For millennia, we’ve convinced ourselves that we are the children of Seth, Adam and Eve’s “good” son.  Many also fancy ourselves the children of Abel, the patron saint of victims everywhere.  But the genocides of the twentieth century only prove to me that we are all the children of Cain.  

Social psychologists like Stanley Milgram in the 1960’s and Philip Zimbardo in the 1970’s have conducted the experiments over and over with different people in different settings and under different conditions, they have run the numbers and re-run them, and they have come to the same conclusion every time.  The Nazi cop-out of “I was just following orders” is not a cop-out after all, but a fundamental part of the human condition.  But it did not take psychologists to prove what the Nazis or the Committee for Public Safety or the Khmer Rouge or the Inquisition already discovered: that most of us would be willing murderers not because we have guns to our heads, but because we inherently trust authority.  And let me clear up another myth about the holocaust that is still alive today.  We have absolutely no documented cases of a Nazi refusing to kill Jews and being adversely affected because of it and as we know, the Nazis were meticulous records keepers.  Nazis refused to kill Jews more than we would like to believe, and they were never killed for it.  They were not even demoted.  They were never docked a single Reichsmark for refusing.  They were merely given another task instead.  No, we obey out a genetic sense of obedience.  Madness and brainwashing are much easier to accept than the truth.  
The lesson I teach about personal integrity is to embrace, rather than to deny the statistics—to accept that we could just as easily have been in the Nazis shoes, rather than on the sidelines ridiculing them from a position of moral superiority, for such thinking leads to denial.  We say: “I wouldn’t have done that; I couldn’t have done that.  Better to lock up those Nazis and study them so we can see what made them tick.  That way we won’t ever repeat it again”.  The disturbing, but honest lesson here is that what made the Nazis tick is what makes us all tick.  Never repeat it again?  Ha.  We’ve never stopped.  Since 1945, the world has seen a major genocide on every continent except Antarctica every decade until today (and if Antarctica had any indigenous peoples, they’d be dead by now too).  The 1990’s had two major genocides.  The 1970’s had three.  They happen in places like ours and by people who look just like us.  They don’t have tails, they don’t have little horns piercing through their hairlines, and their feet are not cloven hooves. 
I would like to close my talk by reading you a short, but grisly poem, called the “Minutes of Hasiba”
They came at Night with their Flashlights

Through PARTISAN’S HALL

They took me with them and we drove

To a bridge over the Drina

On the Bridge

Stood Ten older women tied up

And fifteen soldiers they yelled

Here comes one of yours see how we love her

Then the did everything with me All fifteen of them

Afterwards they smoked and put out their cigarettes

In my hair then one soldier took 

His knife and slit a farmer’s throat

Not quiet through so that his head stayed on his shoulders

It didn’t bother me any more I had

Seen so much already I didn’t care

Then he tore his head off entirely and they played

Soccer with it and laughed and laughed

I knew the farmers They were

Neighbors Colleagues relatives

Just a few weeks ago I knew most

Of the soldiers too They were

Neighbors, Colleagues, relatives They were

Men like you.

This poem is not about the Holocaust.  Its author is not a Jew, a Gypsy, a Jehovah’s Witness, or a Homosexual.  Her name is Holger Teschke, and she composed this poem in Bosnia after an interview she gave on November 6, 1992 about her experiences in the former Yugoslavia under Slobodan Milosevic’s campaign of ethic cleansing—our century’s euphemism for genocide.

The real danger as I see it is not so much in whether or not we will repeat the Nazis crimes against humanity because we do every day on this planet.  The real danger is in distancing ourselves from the perpetrators and instead identifying with the victims.  And this identification is intimately tied to our own feelings of responsibility.  You will notice that in every case of genocide this century that no one ever takes any, by the way, from the leaders down to the followers.  Pretty easy thing to do when you’re told it’s the other guy who will shoulder it for you.  As I see it, we’ve been asking the wrong kinds of questions.  If we are ever to move on, to move beyond what we are instinctually capable of as a species, we must stop asking who is responsible; who is to blame.  In the case of the Holocaust: it is the Nazis, don’t get me wrong, but it is also the rest of us who stood by and silently allowed it to happen.  It is the Polish woman who lives beside Auschwitz and once a week has to scrape off the atomized fat that collects on her kitchen windows, but who had no idea of what was going on next door.  It is the American who read about Auschwitz in the New York Times in 1943 and said, “Huh, that’s horrible”.  We are all guilty.  
In fact, blame me.  “But you didn’t kill Jews,” my students say.  “You weren’t there when we murdered the Native Americans.  Your family never owned slaves”.  And I say you know what, you’re right. 
But if accepting some blame so we can move on and move past the blame game, gets us closer to understanding and accepting that there is no devil tempting us but ourselves, then I’ll pay the price.  I voluntarily take on my share of the responsibility, not for killing Jews but for standing by every time someone else does; I’ll take my share of responsibility for living on this planet, for being born a human being who is capable of horrific acts against my fellow man.  The more conscious you are of your own capacity for evil, the less likely you are to blindly follow these urges, and the more likely you are to do something the next time you see someone else acting just like you could have.  I am guilty.  Blame me.  I am guilty of slavery, of homophobia, of gender discrimination, and of genocide.  Only by accepting my role in the grand play of human events can I ever hope to overcome these.
[Pause]
In the classroom, I am lots of things.  My teaching evaluations routinely claim things like: “Brent Blackwell is God,” (that’s a paraphrase).  But I also get the occasional (and I quote), “Brent Blackwell is the most offensive teacher I have ever had.  I don’t know how he is allowed to teach at Ball State”.  My methods are certainly not easy to swallow.  Especially for a freshmen who expects their English teacher to be a cute little old lady who sits in the front of the class and reads them the entire text of Hamlet.  I(f they are good, she’ll give them all cookies.  
I know that I swear too much, and I am occasionally insensitive to the needs of others.  But one thing that no student denies is that I lack passion in my teaching, whether in teaching research papers, Renaissance French poetry, or the Nazi Holocaust.   By default, teachers, like doctors and like priests, begin their jobs everyday with more trust than they can ever earn.  My job, I think, is to earn the trust people so many blindly have in me.  
In closing, I would like to apologize for my passion.  It bleeds into everything I do, even invited speeches like this one.  I apologize for the horrible poem I read above: it certainly spoiled some of your dinners and if it didn’t, it should have.  I apologize for being rude and crass, both here and in the classroom.  And I apologize for embracing all that we consider taboo so that we can move on and really get to things like solving our problems rather than perpetuating them under different names.  But I do not apologize for the truth.  
In order to teach with integrity, in order to always be honest with myself, I have to remain passionate, and unfortunately passion cuts both ways.  I teach this way because by all rights, no one should trust me.  
The central message in everything Elie Wiesel has ever written about the Holocaust is you shouldn’t listen to a goddamn word anyone says about the Holocaust who wasn’t there and who wasn’t even Jewish.  And he’s right.  But a fellow survivor, Tadeusz Borowski, lets us in on a little secret about survivors like himself and like Elie Wiesel: no one who survived Auschwitz did so by remaining true to their moral center.  The only way you survived even a day in Auschwitz was by making sure that everyone else went to the gas before you did.  There are no innocent survivors either.  Harsh?  Evil?  Yep.  But true.  Thank you my brothers and sisters.  Shalom.
