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Jewish Histories of  the Holocaust: New Transnational Approaches. 
Edited by Norman J. W. Goda. Making Sense of  History: Studies in 
Historical Cultures Series 19.  New York–Oxford: Berghahn Books, 
2014. 305 pp.

Jewish Histories of  the Holocaust is an eclectic—in the best sense of  the word—
collection of  highly detailed case studies of  what is known as the “Jewish 
Holocaust,” the effort to portray and analyze the Holocaust from a Jewish 
perspective. The volume opens with two theoretical explorations of  the 
framework of  Holocaust research. Dan Michman’s chapter explores the notion 
of  the “unprecedentedness” of  the Shoah from a decidedly Jewish-centered 
perspective, by integrating Jewish perspectives into a longer history of  Jewish 
life in Europe. The fact that the Jews occupied a special place in Nazi ideology, 
argues Michman, sets the Shoah apart from other genocides. This calls for the 
use of  a language that emphasizes the boundaries between this mass murder 
and the many others that took place in Europe during the twentieth century. 
An overly rigorous application of  paradigms such as genocide, borderlands, 
and regions risks crushing the unique details of  which the past is made up. 
As Michman argues, there was something “essentially different” about the 
Jewish fate in wartime Europe, and without close attention to this fact and its 
consequences for Holocaust research, we will never arrive at a genuine grasp of  
the historical uniqueness of  the Holocaust.

Perhaps the one potential meeting point between Michman’s framework 
and that of  Timothy Snyder is that both scholars emphasize the centrality of  
the “victim” by placing him or her in a wider social context and history. Yet 
where Michman argues for a Jewish-centered perspective on the larger history 
of  the Holocaust, Snyder instead focuses on regional history as a means of  
understanding and analyzing the broader wartime experience. One cannot, 
argues Snyder, ignore the millions of  other “bodies” that fell victim in the 
same regions during those same years. Only by developing a micro-historical 
approach that transcends the national, one that does not shy away from 
comparisons of  the genocide of  Jews and the large-scale massacres of  people 
of  various ethnicities and nationalities, can the immense scope of  World War 
II be grasped. 
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Part II tackles the controversial subject of  Jewish leadership—the 
Judenräte—in the wartime ghettos. Gordon J. Horwitz concentrates on 
Mordechai Chaim Rumkowski and his role in our understanding of  the Lódz 
ghetto. His essay is a foray into the use of  the concept of  disbelief  as a tool 
with which to forge historical knowledge about the motivations and actions of  
Jewish leaders, especially the role of  disbelief  in the realm of  people’s private 
thoughts and feelings. It couples a biographical analysis with the ultimate fate of  
the ghettos, which, needless to say, was not in the hands of  the Jewish leadership. 
Despite this, disbelief  as an analytical tool forces historians to return to the 
timeliness of  events as they unfolded, and, also, to withhold judgement. Indeed, 
as Sara Bender shows in her contribution about the ghettos of  Kielce and 
Białystok, in the study of  the personalities of  Jewish leaders and their strategies 
of  every-day survival, what seems important in assessing their legacies is their 
ability to negotiate with the local structures of  power. In other words, the ability 
to change German intentions with regard to the location of  the ghetto or the 
ways in which ransoms were paid, for instance, influenced not so much the 
outcome of  the Nazi policies (although this too was most certainly a goal of  
Jewish leaders), but rather temporarily improved day-to-day conditions inside 
the ghettos. Are we then to base our assessments of  the role of  wartime Jewish 
leadership on the fates of  their communities? As these case studies show, this 
is a rather futile direction of  inquiry, because despite (for instance) marked 
differences in leadership between Hermann Levy in Kielce and Efraim Barash 
in Białystok, the fate of  the two communities was ultimately guided not by their 
choices, but by Nazi politics in Berlin and on the ground.

All four essays in Part III present a convincing case for the use of  specific 
types of  witness and testimony sources. Alexandra Barbarini pleads for increased 
specificity in our use of  Jewish-centered source material on the Holocaust in 
regards to time, context, production, and voice. She concentrates on the wartime 
diary as a source distinct from postwar memoirs and other documents. Diaries, 
she says, reveal contemporaneous horizons and expectations that are by default 
restricted by the framework of  the events as they unfold. As such, they contain 
interpretations and feelings that existed before the notion of  the Holocaust 
became solidified in the postwar years; in other words, they reveal the thoughts 
that transpired in the hearts, minds, and worlds of  Jewish individuals, who were 
writing in an effort to convey what happened to them in real time.

Omer Bartov’s contribution demonstrates one of  the ways in which historians 
can get away from the idea and study of  the Holocaust as a dehumanized, 
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industrial killing enterprise perpetrated by the Germans. Instead, Bartov focuses 
on human interactions of  wartime violence by analyzing the violence from a 
localized perspective, sculpted into the biography of  a town, Buczacz, now 
in western Ukraine, and the story of  the Holocaust as it unfolded there at a 
local level. Rejecting the category of  bystander altogether, Bartov argues that 
historians should instead consider the various levels of  engagement between 
people and populations and the violent events they experienced. Building on 
this notion of  active, personal engagement between individual actors and acts 
of  violence, Bartov writes history as seen through the eyes of  its protagonists, 
a cacophony of  irreconcilable voices that speak to posterity in countless forms 
of  documentation scattered in archives in Europe, Israel, and the United States.

Sara R. Horowitz’s chapter deals with deferred memory narratives and 
their relation to gender identity in the telling of  one particularly horrific event: 
infanticide, or the killing of  babies and children by their parents. Horowitz brings 
to light the various aspects of  the “unspeakable” nature of  these crimes—so 
horrible that these memories fall outside the boundaries of  straightforward 
narratives—as they are revealed in oral sources. In many cases, it took decades 
for these experiences to make their way into the spoken language of  survivors, 
and herein lies the particular value of  these testimonies: they have the potential 
not only to reveal the horrors encountered, but also the changing gendered 
nature of  maternal and paternal responses to infanticide. In some cases, parents 
exhibited a reversal of  traditional roles with regards to the care (feminine) and 
murder (masculine) of  infants, showing the disruptive potential of  these events 
in the lives of  those who lived through it, as well as the importance of  gender 
categories for a fuller understanding of  infanticide.

Finally, Daniel Blatman zooms in on a particularly daunting period of  the 
Holocaust, namely, the death marches that took place from January 1945 to the 
end of  the war. Blatman, who dedicated a monograph to the subject, The Death 
Marches: The Final Phase of  Nazi Genocide (2011), argues that this relatively short 
period stands out in the recollections of  survivors for several reasons. Most 
importantly, the death march experience broke with the routine and boredom of  
the camps and the strategies of  survival and group dynamics that prisoners had 
developed. The change from a confined space to an open space, in which cruelty 
was unleashed in unknown patterns, came as a shock. As such, the marches 
stand out as a particularly barbaric experience in the recollections of  survivors. 
By focusing on the commonalities in survivor testimonies and memoirs, Blatman 
documents the death march experience as a separate event defined by its own set 
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of  responses. As a cluster, these four essays show the analytical sophistication 
and depth of  new approaches to the Jewish Holocaust.

Part IV offers new insights into the existence and practice of  Jewish 
resistance during the Holocaust. Samuel Kassov presents a long durée reading 
of  Emanuel Ringelblum, creator of  the Warsaw ghetto archive. By peeling off  
the layers of  the many roles Ringelblum played in the decades leading up to the 
Holocaust—historian, activist, private Jew—Kassov shows how his personal 
visions of  history, historical memory and social welfare merged with the larger 
project of  conserving Jewish life in wartime Poland for posterity. Faced with 
the ongoing destruction of  Jewish culture and Jewish lives, Ringelblum and his 
small group of  insiders created the archive as an attempt to write their own 
history. In Kassov’s formulation, they did so to ensure that future generations 
would write about the catastrophe based not on Nazi documents, but on 
Jewish sources.

In his contribution, Bob Moore also concentrates on pre-existing structures 
and connections, in this case between Jews and non-Jews, in his analysis of  
Jewish self-help during the Holocaust. He argues that contacts on the communal, 
organizational, religious and underground levels sometimes assisted Jews in their 
efforts to resist deportation or starvation. By focusing on case studies from France 
and Belgium, Moore highlights contacts between refugees from Nazi Germany 
and societal structures in the west, thus presenting another way of  overcoming 
the East-West divide in studies of  the Holocaust. Renée Poznanski analyzes 
the broad phenomenon of  Jewish communism by reading it in a specifically 
national context, namely, wartime and postwar France. She tackles the question 
of  the role of  Jewish communists by positioning it on the intersection of  three 
broader subjects: the history of  resistance, the history of  wartime communism, 
and Jewish history. This approach widens the scope of  possible interpretations 
of  Jewish resistance in wartime France, while admitting that the contradictions 
and complexities remain unresolved.

Steven Bowman’s contribution, finally, is a highly sophisticated account of  
the entwinement of  Jewish and Greek traditions through an analysis of  collective 
suicide in Hellenic Jewish history. Starting from the desire to understand the 
uprising of  the Greek Jewish Sonderkommando in Auschwitz-Birkenau in 1944, 
Bowman traces the roots of  the tradition of  collective suicide from Flavius 
Josephus’s account of  Masada in 73 C.E., to the Sepher Yosippon, a tenth-century 
treatment of  the event, and the Greek tradition of  noble death as a way to 
achieve freedom. Bowman’s analysis of  this long history actually sharpens, not 
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dilutes, our understanding of  the particularities of  the 1944 uprising, which in 
itself  remains an understudied moment in Holocaust research.

Part V, lastly, addresses the aftermath of  the Holocaust in memory, politics, 
and aesthetics. All three essays underline the fact that not one, but a multitude 
of  “aftermaths” exist. Tuvia Friling’s chapter on the contested memory of  
Auschwitz Kapo Eliezer Gruenbaum is a good example of  how irreconcilable 
narratives about Communism, Zionism, Orthodoxy and family can converge 
in the biography of  a single person but remain not only in discord with one 
another, but also disconnected. Arieh Kovachi’s contribution about the 
negotiations between Jewish and non-Jewish pressure groups and the American 
and British administrations during and after the war highlights the ways in 
which Holocaust research can bridge the gap between East and West, as well as 
between Jewish and non-Jewish narratives of  war and these groups’ interests, 
motivations, and agendas. Like Moore’s chapter on self-help, this topic lends 
itself  well to integrative approaches that place a distinctly Jewish experience in 
connection with other, simultaneously unfolding narratives. The last chapter, 
which is by Michael Meng, offers a similarly integrative approach to the role of  
emotions and space in the transmittance of  memory of  Jewish life in Central 
Europe, whether direct memory, in the case of  survivors, or indirect memory, 
in the case of  second or third generation American or Israeli Jews. Meng uses 
a slightly more experimental approach, analyzing travelogues and literary and 
artistic reflections that confront Central Europe and its history from afar, and he 
thereby creates a montage of  emotive spaces dealing with the responses of  Jews 
to the vanished landscapes of  prewar Jewish Europe.

Together, these fifteen chapters present some of  the cutting-edge research 
currently being developed in the field. Apart from breaking new ground in the 
selection of  subject matter (infanticide, collective suicide, Jewish self-help) or 
approach (the study of  motivations, engaged violence, or combined histories), 
each essay presents an opening for further debate and research. As a whole, the 
volume brings together a diverse pool of  Jewish histories of  the Holocaust—
some connected, some severed—that speak to the plethora of  transnational 
experiences that together make up the Jewish Holocaust. It is my hope that these 
insights will be applied to other regions and contexts that could not be addressed 
in this volume, such as literary studies of  the Holocaust or the experiences of  
Jewries in Hungary and Southeastern Europe. 

Ilse Josepha Lazaroms


