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La dies and Gen tle men,

I’m a re searcher and phi los o pher, as so ci ated, for more than thirty years
now, with the In sti tute for So cial Re search in Frank furt – the old ‘Frank furt 
School’. I start off with this sen tence, be cause there’s a cer tain em bar rass -
ment I might as well con fess to you right away: I did n’t grow up in the
Neth er lands (so there are peo ple here who know much more about the prac -
tice of re mem brance here than I do), and fur ther more, al though we are here
at the uni ver sity, CRESCAS is a Jew ish or gani sa tion, and what you ex pect
from me – as the ti tle seems to prom ise – is some thing more than an ac a -
demic and the o ret i cal pa per in phi los o phy. ‘Joods Nederland’ wants to un -
der stand the pe cu liar rudderlessness of the 4/5 mei comité of re cent years,
and it sus pects that moral clar ity – a clear dis tinc tion be tween per pe tra tors
and vic tims – is be ing sac ri ficed on the al ter of a rel a tiv is tic and pop u list
all-inclusivity. ‘Keert de Shoah zich tégen de Joden?’2 

Against that back ground these “filosofische beschouwing” have the fol -
low ing pur pose: to place these very prac ti cal, very im me di ate con cerns in a 
broader – his tor i cal, in tel lec tual, in ter na tional – con text; on the old philo -
soph i cal as sump tion that greater ab strac tion leads to greater in sight. Let’s
see if there’s any truth in this.
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1 Crescas, Am ster dam, Vrije Universiteit, 12.3.2013.
2 The comité’s ar gu ment is that, al most sev enty years af ter the war, it is nec es sary to

broaden the ap peal of the an nual com mem o ra tions, but this ‘verbreeding’, ac cord ing to
the crit ics, has led to a “wegvallen van het onderscheid tussen daders en slachtoffers”.
(Let ter of the ‘Cairo-overleg’, ad dressed to the 4/5 mei comité. NIW 148, feb. 2013, p.
6.) Evelien Gans: “Keert de Shoah zich tégen de Joden?” Auschwitz Bul le tin 57, nr. 1,
January 2013.



I. Een breuk in het bestaan – herdenking en
collectieve identiteit3

I started off by ask ing my self the fol low ing ques tion: what is it that sets
Jew ish sen si bil i ties apart from those of ev ery one else here in Hol land? Just
what is it that sets our teeth on edge? ‘Re li gion’, ‘Ho lo caust’ ‘Is rael’ are
the usual an swers given, but as a re searcher one is trained to be as in ter ested 
in what an swers are ca pa ble of ob scur ing as much as what they re veal. My
own par ents would have re jected all three of the above an swers – and when
I read Gans’s De kleine verschillen4  their re ac tion seems quite rep re sen ta -
tive of many of the sur vi vors. Nei ther of my par ents came from a re li gious
back ground – my mother here in Am ster dam, my fa ther in the mediene, in
Den Helder. Would they have ac cepted the word ‘Ho lo caust’? No. They
died be fore the word be came fash ion able, and if a jour nal ist or any one else
had ever tried to speak to them they would have re acted with the in com pre -
hen sion that Imre Kertesz de scribes in Ro man eines Schicksallosen. I don’t
think the word ‘Is rael’ was ever men tioned at home, and I’m not at all sure
that they were aware, at the time, of the Eichmann trial. On the words that
did res o nate with them – ‘Apeldoornsche Bosch’, ‘onderduik’ – they sel -
dom spoke in front of the chil dren, and then only in in com pre hen si ble al lu -
sions. The only word that I re mem ber, in that con text, from my child hood,
was shouted with such rage and de spair, – in the mid dle of the night, my fa -
ther’s voice – that it shakes me even now, more than sixty years later:
‘Sobibor’. (Speak of intergenerational transmission..) 
But I’m al ready mov ing in the di rec tion of the in di vid ual-psy cho log i cal
side of things, which I do not want to dis cuss to day. I want to stay at the
level of the in sti tu tional re ac tions of the Jew ish com mu nity – the ‘rem nant’
– here in Hol land af ter the war. Af ter an early phase of dis in ter est and ne -
glect (in it self the cause of much bit ter ness at the time, which has not en -
tirely been as suaged)5, there was a short phase, dur ing the six ties, in which
the Jews and their fate were widely ac cepted as a sym bol of the na tional
com mem o ra tion of ‘de oorlog’, ‘the war’, a ba sis for sol i dar ity with all
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3 This ti tle co mes from C.M. Jacobs-stam (1981): Oorlog, een breuk in het bestaan.
4 Evelien Gans (1999): De kleine verschillen die het leven uitmaken – Een historische

studie naar joodse sociaal-democraten en socialistisch-zionisten in Nederland. Am ster -
dam.

5 Isaac Lipschits (2001): De kleine sjoa – Joden in naoorlogs Nederland. Am ster dam.



those who re sisted the Ger man oc cu pa tion, risk ing their lives for ‘par lia -
men tary de moc racy, na tional in de pend ence, and free dom of con science’.6

They were not quite re sis tance fight ers, but the verzet it self, in any case a
nu mer i cally tiny group un til very late in the war, were pre pared to ac cept
the Jews as a sym bol of these ‘verzet’ val ues – en abling their in cor po ra tion
into the com mem o ra tive canon via the ‘Dokwerker’ in Am ster dam. “Niet
om de Jood als zodanig, maar om de Nederlander in de Jood, de proletariër
of de mens in hem, kon een verzetsactie als de Februaristaking tot stand
komen: zo kon de massa begrijpen, dat onze speciale nood ook de hunne
was of kon worden.”7

 ‘Goed en fout’, ‘collaboratie en verzet’ was the tone that was set dur ing
of fi cial com mem o ra tions through to the six ties8, and it was na tion ally re -

3

6 "Von der Dunk legt er ... de nadruk op dat de Duitse bezetting veel intensiever was dan
alle voorgaande en eigenlijk alleen te vergelijken valt met de beginperiode van de
achtig-jarige Oorlog. Hij ziet de bezettingstijd als een worsteling op leven en dood
tussen twee tegenover elkaar staande totaal verschillende normsystemen. In scherpe
tegenstelling tot Blom wijst hij erop, dat vooral sinds 1943 het Nederlandse volk
zichzelf opdeelde in ‘goeden’ en ‘fouten’. In het artikel van Termeer in Kleio lijkt mij
vooral belangrijk de opmerking dat juist het verzet de continuiteit met het voorlogse
nastreefde, d.w.z. de parlementaire democratie, de nationale onafhankelijkheid en de
gewetensvrijheid.” (Gjalt Zondergeld 2002: Goed en kwaad. Vijftien opstellen, van
fascisme tot pacifisme, van Rudolf Steiner tot Colijn. Antwerpen-Apeldoorn.)

7 One of the or gan is ers of the Februari stak ing – quoted in Evelien Gans (1999): De
kleine verschillen die het leven uitmaken, p. 764.
One of the ear li est Ho lo caust mon u ments in Hol land, the 1947 ‘grat i tude’ mon u ment, a
stones-throw away from the ‘Dokwerker’, is ded i cated to “Those who pro tected the
Dutch Jews dur ing the oc cu pa tion”. “Uni fied with you in re sis tance/pro tected by your
love/strength ened by your re solve/mourn ing to gether”. [Mon u ment uit Erkentelijkheid – 
Aan de beschermers der Nederlandse Joden in de bezettingsjaren./vereend met u in
afweer/beschermd door u liefde/gesterkt door uw weerstand/rouwend met u.] The
website adds: “Het mon u ment ... is door toedoen van een klein comité tot stand
gekomen, tegen de wens van veel Joodse overlevenden.” (Blom, p. 127: “Beschermd
door Uw liefde’ staat erop te lezen. Op die gedachte zou men inmiddels, nu doordrong
hoe hoog vergelijkenderwijze het per cent age omgekomen Joden uit Nederland was, niet 
meer komen.”)  An other ex am ple: Een paar minuten is het stil – Beelden van de oorlog. 
(Aangeboden door het Gemeentebestuur van Arnhem ter gelegenheid van de herdenking 
in 1965 van de Bevrijdingsdag.) Over de ‘Dokwerker’: “Het vertelt je, dat gewone
mensen het niet langer konden verdragen de knecht te zijn van de Duitsers. Kijk naar
het beeld, dan zie je het. Het geduld van die man is op. Hij gooit het werk er bij neer.
Hij heeft er genoeg van, slaaf te zijn. Hij staakt. De stak ing begon op de 25ste februari
van het jaar 1941 in Am ster dam. Er was een bijzondere reden voor. Precies dezelfde
reden, waarom mijn leraar ook geen les meer wilde geven. Ik vertelde je dat er een
leraar was ontslagen, omdat hij een Jood was. Joden zijn Nederlanders net als jij en ik.
Het zijn gewoon onze landgenoten.”

8 J.C.H. Blom sums it up with the words: “Men kan met H.W. von der Dunk van een
basisconsensus spreken, die ‘tevens het geestelijk fundament vormt voor de



spected fig ures such as Lou de Jong, Jacques Presser, Abel Herzberg who
ex em pli fied a di rec tion, in their work, that was con sid er ably more than
‘merely ac a demic’ his to ri og ra phy. But this ‘iden tity’ of his to ri og ra phy and 
pub lic sen ti ment did not last, and it is re ally the ef fects of the breakup of
this na tional con sen sus of the six ties that we are now see ing hap pen ing
around us.9

Seen in ret ro spect, one must prob a bly ac cept that it could n’t have lasted
any way – too pow er ful were the forces (eco nomic, po lit i cal, philo soph i cal) 
a c t  i n g  u p o n  t h a t  c o n  s e n  s u s .  E c o  n o m i c  b o o m - t i m e s  ( t h e
‘brood-op-de-plank’ men tal ity) are not con du cive to re flec tion and a cul -
tural re nais sance, the ex pe ri ences of the Jew ish sur vi vors were too starkly
dif fer ent from those of their non-Jew ish coun try men, the sheer in ter na -
tional scale of what had hap pened in any case dwarfed the purely lo cal and
na tional nar ra tives, there was a cri sis in the Mid dle East and in Viet nam,
the tiny Jew ish group was it self too deeply di vided among sec u lar, re li -
gious, Zi on ist-na tional lines for it to be able to speak with a sin gle voice.
‘Goed en fout’ be gan to be seen not as the nec es sary moral ba sis for a na -
tional con sen sus af fect ing very many dif fer ent ar eas of so ci ety and pol ity –
mak ing a clear and un am big u ous sym boli sa tion thereof on the ‘Dam’ and
else where pos si ble – but as a one-sided and os ten si bly old-fash ioned mor -
al ism which a new gen er a tion of his to ri ans be gan to see as a
‘straightjacket’ they needed to get out of if his tor i cal ob jec tiv ity was go ing
to get its due.10  From now on ‘gewone Nederlanders’ and ‘de Joden’ be gin

4

hedendaagse democratie in Nederland en in heel het Westen. Als hij zou verdwijnen zou 
dat impliceren, dat de fundamenten van die democratische samenleving zijn
aangevreten. In zoverre blijft er een di rect verband tussen de oorlogshistoriographie en
het heden.’ ”Zingeving", In de ban van goed en fout, p. 122/3. He im me di ate has tens to
add, how ever, that the ‘sci en tific’ con cep tion of his to ri og ra phy is not con cerned with
this: “Deze omstandigheid verklaart waarom veel van de moderne wetenschappelijke
geschiedschrijving, die zich juist los wil maken van die zingeveing en de volle nadruk
wil leggen op ac cu rate reconstructie en verklarende ana lyse, zo moeilijk aansluiting
vindt bij dat naar zijn aard juist wel politiek en moreel openbare debat.” (p. 123.) On
this avowed, meth od olog i cally de fended (‘wetenschappelijke geschiedschrijving’) dis -
in ter est in what is af ter all the his tory of the pres ent, I shall return below.

9 "Halverwege de jaren tachtig was het voor Joden net zo moeilijk zeggenschap uit te
oefenen over de herinnering aan de Jodenvervolging als in de jaren vijftig en zestig.
Achteraft beschouwd, was de algemeen gedeelde eerbied voor het psychisch leed van de 
Joodse overlevenden, op ba sis waarvan zij als de woordvoerder voor de herinnering aan 
de Jodenvervolging konden optreden, een korte onderbreking in een algemener tendens
van voortdurende controverse." Blom, op. cit., p. 129/130.

10 J.C.H. (Hans) Blom (1983): In de ban van goed en fout? wetenschappelijke
geschiedschrijving In au gu ral lec ture Uni ver sity of Am ster dam. c.f. also Guus



to drift apart, to end up with the sit u a tion we have now.11 It is as if a ‘sep a ra -
tion wall’ is go ing up, in Am ster dam, between the “Dam” (‘leed,
vastberadenheid en de betere wereld’) and the “Hollandsche Schouwburg”
(“de Holocaust”).

Let’s turn our at ten tion for a mo ment to one in di ca tion of this drift – what
Evelien Gans called the “Dutch Historikerstreit”12. It’s not re ally new – one 
need only browse de Haan’s Na de ondergang to ap pre ci ate this – but it’s
also a bit of a mis no mer. What I call here the ‘drift be tween the Dam and
the Schouwburg’ has a dif fer ent his tory and is ar gued from quite dif fer ent
premisses when one com pares it to the orig i nal Historikerstreit.

II. Niets/iets

I start with an en try in the di ary of Anne Frank, lines she wrote on the 3rd
Feb ru ary 1944, not long be fore she and her fam ily were be trayed: 

Achterhuis: ‘We hebben het alles toch zelf meegemaakt, eerst in Duitsland en dan 
hier. En wat gebeurt er dan in Rusland?’ 
Jan: ‘De joden moet u even buiten beschouwing laten, ik geloof dat niemand
weet wat er in Rusland aan de hand is. De Engelsen en Russen zullen net als de
Duitsers voor propagandadoeleinden overdrijven.’ 
Achterhuis: ‘Geen kwestie van, de Engelse ra dio heeft altijd de waarheid gezegd. 
En stel dat de berichten tien procent overdreven zijn, dan zijn de feiten nog erg
genoeg, want u kunt niet ontkennen dat het een feit is, dat er in Polen en Rusland
vele miljoenen vreedzame mensen zonder veel omwegen vermoord of vergast
worden.’

5

Meershoek (2003): “Driedeling als dwansbuis. Over het onderzoek naar de vervolging
van de joden in Nederland” in: Conny Kristel (ed.) Met alle geweld. Botsingen en
tegenstellingen in burgerlijk Nederland. Am ster dam. There’s a deep am bi gu ity in this
‘In de ban van goed en fout’ that de serves ex plo ra tion. In Phi los o phy moral judge ments
can be criti cised from two quite dif fer ent per spec tives: from the point of view of sci en -
tific ob jec tiv ity (in the sense of the An glo-Saxon phi los o phy of sci ence) and in the con -
ti nen tal sense of Wissenschaft (hence also: Wissenschaft des Judentums) with its
strongly his tor i cal per spec tive. One could also say: from a global per spec tive, from a
‘spe cies-per spec tive’ (R. Lifton), a per spec tive on – say – the last say 300 (or 3000 or
3m) years, ca pa ble not only of tran scend ing the Eu ro cen tric or even West ern per spec -
tives, but from the per spec tive of moral-eth i cal uni ver sal ity.

11 http://nos.nl/artikel/366401-ophef-over-gedicht-4-mei.html ac cessed 13 Feb. 2013
12 Evelien Gans (2010): “Iedereen een beetje slachtoffer, iedereen een beetje dader. De

Nederlandse Historikerstreit over de grijze oorlog” in: Groene Amsterdammer,
27-01-2010.



Tak ing pas sages like this, out of con text, and argueing, ab stractly – like a
sem i nar in An a lytic Phi los o phy – about their ‘mean ing’ has some thing of
the gro tesque about it, but that is ex actly what has been hap pen ing. Does
one con clude from these lines that Anne Frank knew about ‘Auschwitz’, or
was she merely re port ing a ru mour? (A few months later she won ders af ter
all whether Ger man Jews who had been de ported to Po land from Hol land
“should n’t be al lowed to re turn here” af ter the war, im ply ing that she
could n’t have known for cer tain.) On this ques tion of what ‘or di nary peo -
ple’ – Anne’s fame was af ter all postumous – ac tu ally knew about the fate
await ing those whom the oc cu py ing Ger mans had des ig nated ‘Jews’ there
has now erupted a heated con tro versy, cen tred in the first in stance on
Leiden his to rian Bart van der Boom, who in his book ‘Wij weten niets van
hun lot’ – Gewone Nederlanders en de Ho lo caust, sets out to ‘de bunk’, on
the ba sis of an ex am i na tion of many such war-time di a ries, what he calls
“the myth of the guilty by stander”. ‘The or di nary cit i zen’ (the ‘by stand ers’
of Hilberg’s Per pe tra tors vic tims by stand ers) has been sad dled with a
moral op pro brium, ac cord ing to v.d. Boom, that is an in sult to the mem ory
of ‘our grand par ents’.13

It’s a clas sic reductionist ar gu ment. In an swer to his crit ics14, who hold
that he’s ob fus cat ing the cat e gory dif fer ence be tween ‘is’ and ‘ought’, –
be tween sci en tific-tech ni cal and moral-prac ti cal dis courses –, he casts
him self in the he roic pose of ‘break ing the ta boo’ sur round ing the “sim i lar -
i ties” be tween vic tims and by stand ers, which was much greater than the
mor al ists (who, he in sists, keep hound ing him and im pugn ing his integrity)
are prepared to acknowledge:

Het hoofdbezwaar van Gans en Ensel is dat mijn boek onderdeel zou uitmaken
van een verwerpelijke trend van ‘nivelleren, van bestaande verschillen
verkleinen in positie, gevoelens en motieven tussen daders, omstanders en
slachtoffers’.  Zoals ik al in de Groene heb betoogd is dat een wetenschappelijk
onbruikbaar verwijt. Wat zijn ‘bestaande verschillen’? Liggen die vast? Kan
daarover niet gediscussieerd worden? Zou het niet kunnen dat er tot nu toe
onopgemerkte, maar relevante overeenkomsten tussen slachtoffers en

6

13 "Het is nogal wat om over onze grootouders te zeggen dat ze het wel prima vonden dat
hun joodse buren werden vermoord." Gans’ pointed ri poste: “Wiens grootouders
bedoelt hij?” (“Wij weten iets van hun lot II” Groene Amsterdammer, op. cit.)

14 A sam ple: Evelien Gans, Remco Ensel: “Wij weten iets van hun lot – nivellering in de
geschiedenis”. Groene Amsterdammer 12.2.2012 and 6.2.2013; Guus Meershoek: “Een
aangekondigde massamoord. Wat wisten Nederlanders van de jodenvervolging?” in De
Groene Amsterdammer, 30.01.2013.



omstanders zijn? Wat schieten we ermee op om die bij voorbaat taboe te
verklaren?15

“Why can’t this dif fer ence it self not be dis cussed?” The non se qui tur is ob -
vi ous: will we ever re ally know what Anne Frank and all the other
war-time di a rists meant? No. Hence as far as this fac tor is con cerned, there 
are no em pir i cally con vinc ing dif fer ences be tween vic tims and by stand ers.
(As if the moral-eth i cal as pect were ir rel e vant, ‘unscientific’.)

One could sur mise that what re ally con cerns v.d.B. be comes clear from
this ‘FAQ’ on his blog:

Q: Je beweert dat de meeste niet-Joodse Nederlanders de Jodenvervolging
verafschuwden. Maar het uitzonderlijk hoge per cent age uit Nederland
gedeporteerden bewijst het tegendeel.
A: Dit is het be gin en eind van menige discussie over Nederland en de Ho lo caust:
een maatschappij die 75% van zijn Joden laat vermoorden is ten diepste verrot:
onverschillig, laf en antisemitisch. Het is een begrijpelijke redenering, maar een
cirkelredenering: waarom zijn er zoveel joden gedeporteerd? Door de
onverschilligheid van de omstanders. Waar blijkt die uit? Uit het grote aantal
gedeporteerden.16

“A so ci ety that lets 75% of its Jews be mur dered is rot ten to the core: in dif -
fer ent, cow ardly, anti-Se mitic.” This, ac cord ing to, v.d.B., is a car i ca ture.
One can “un der stand” why some one should ar gue this way, but their logic
is faulty. It’s re ally a cir cu lar ar gu ment, with the premiss and the con clu -
sion mu tu ally re in forc ing each other: why were so many Jews de ported?
Be cause of the in dif fer ence of the by stand ers. Why do we know that the by -
stand ers were in dif fer ent? Be cause of the large num ber of de ported Jews.
(Like so many well-mean ing lib er als, van der Boom feels him self un justly
mis rep re sented, un fairly at tacked.)17

7

15 De Groene Amsterdammer, 6 Feb. 2013.
16 v.d.Boom blog:

http://wijwetennietsvanhunlot.blogspot.nl/p/faq-veelgestelde-vragen.html Ac cessed
15.2.2013.

17 The ar gu men ta tion is ab stract. He speaks of ‘fac tors’, ‘el e ments’, def i ni tions. He poses
spec u la tive ‘what-if’ ques tions of the ‘imag ine a par al lel uni verse’ type, : “If there had
been no Ho lo caust ... we would now still think that the rea sons so many Jews gave for
not go ing into hid ing – risk of pun ish ment, re luc tance to break the law, risk ing the lives
of oth ers – were en tirely plau si ble.” His crit ics are un sci en tific ‘ar ro gant po lit i cal-moral
hang men.’: “Gans en Ensel schrijven niet als kritische collega’s, maar als
politiek-morele scherprechters. Dat is onhebbelijk, ar ro gant en ver buiten de
wetenschappelijke orde.” Blog v.d.B.



But to see how oddly stilted this ‘logic-chop ping’ ap proach of some of
the pro fes sional his to ri ans is, one need only place it next to a book, e.g., by
the non-his to rian Ed van Thijn, Blessure Tijd:

Het blijft voor mij een raadsel waarom de Nederlandse regering in Londen, die al
in de cem ber 1942 met andere regeringen protesteerde tegen de ‘bestiale politiek
van uitroeiing in koelen bloede’ (de zogenoemde Geallieerde verklaring), dat
thema nadien nooit meer heeft aangesneden en nimmer via Ra dio Oranje heeft
opgeroepen tot hulpverlening aan onderduikers. Van der Boom verdedigde zich
met de opmerking dat woorden als ‘vernietiging’ en ‘uitroeiing’ toen moeilijk
letterlijk konden worden genomen."18 

Here the two op pos ing no tions of ob jec tiv ity are pal pa ble: van Thijn wants
se ri ous an swers to ques tions con cern ing the causes – po lit i cal, eco nomic,
so cial, ed u ca tional, eth i cal – of the di sas ters of the last cen tury – whereas
v.d. Boom con fines him self to what he in sists are just the ‘facts’ of the di a -
ries (as if these war-time di a ries don’t pre sup pose in ter pre ta tion on our
part), and to the os ten si ble ‘log i cal er rors’ of those who op pose his own
nar row ra tio nal ism. (As if there’s been no prog ress, in the So cial Sci ences,
since Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, and the huge lit er a ture on the dif fer ences
be tween the nat u ral and the so cial sci ences – from Max Weber more than a
cen tury ago to the ‘posi tiv ist dis pute’ of the six ties – never hap pened.)
There’s a re al ity that ab stract ra tio nal ism can not fathom, and in this
unfathomability it serves the social function of an amnesiac – I find this
well-formulated here:

“Terecht heeft ... Von der Dunk opgemerkt dat tijdens de bezetting voor de twee
uiterste groeperingen, de actieve bestrijders en de actieve help ers van de
bezetttingsmacht, een tegenstelling bestond tussen leven en dood zoals
Nederland die sinds de eeuwen van de godsdiensttwisten niet gekend heeft.”19 

Let me try to place this in a larger con text. There are re ally two dif fer ent
con tro ver sies go ing on here. There is, first of all, the ques tion of what that
means: ob jec tiv ity with re gard to the his to ri og ra phy of the last hun dred
years, and most es pe cially with re gard to the Ho lo caust. It is above all this
that mo ti vates Evenien Gans, if I read her cor rectly, when she in sists,
against v.d. Boom, that a dis cus sion of the past with out clear moral-eth i cal
prin ci ples leads to  a dan ger ous rel a tiv ism in pub lic dis course, and that a
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18 Ed van Thijn (2012): Blessure Tijd – Di lemma’s van een Joods politicus, p. 253.
19 Adriaan Venema: Blommeldingen, 38/39.



pro fes sional his to ri og ra phy that lacks this is only pouring oil on the flames: 

Zeker het laatste decennium is nivellering van daders, omstanders en slachtoffers
tot een trend uitgegroeid. Het televisieprogramma Andere tijden zond op 1 april
2012 een programma uit over vier mannen op het snijvlak van collaboratie.
Zonder verder commentaar werden interviewfragmenten uitgezonden van een
politieagent die joden had weggehaald, een hulpmachinist op een deportatietrein, 
een joodse ju rist die in Westerbork deportatielijsten had bijgehouden, en een
marechaussee die in Westerbork had gediend. ... Van der Boom op zijn beurt
betitelt de ho lo caust als ‘een donderwolk’ die ‘een schaduw over de hele
Nederlandse geschiedenis werpt’ en ‘voor een algemeen onbehagen zorgt.’ Als
dat zo is, dan vormt een rechtlijnige redenering die motieven en gevoelens van
omstanders en slachtoffers tegen elkaar wegstreept een onbevredigend antwoord. 
Dat de enige negatieve reacties op Van der Booms boek van joodse kant kwamen, 
is uiteraard niet toevallig.20

I read this ar gu ment as say ing: there’s no such thing as a ‘value-neu tral’
study of the Ho lo caust, and if the Jew ish com mu nity is trou bled by this v.d.
Boom ap proach, then one must take this an in di ca tion of some thing deeper, 
which re quires at ten tion. The per pe tra tor/vic tim dis tinc tion stands for the
ne ces sity of a his to ri og ra phy that is more than just an eclec tic ac cu mu la tion 
of facts, and does n’t wash it’s hands of what’s hap pen ing in the me dia with
the ar gu ment ‘we’re spe cial ists, so what’s hap pen ing in the me dia is n’t our
con cern’. This, and I think Evelies Gans is right in this, is an im por tant as -
pect of what the ‘Historikerstreit’ in Germany was all about.

But the very dif fer ent re ac tions from within the Jew ish com mu nity also
in di cate a sec ond con tro versy: a deep un ease with the in fla tion ary use of
the ‘anti-Sem i tism’ and ‘Ho lo caust de nial’ charges as a po lem i cal de vice.
The weak nesses of a ra tio nal/em pir i cal ap proach in his to ri og ra phy (the
orig i nal ‘Historikerstreit’) is one thing, anti-Sem i tism some thing else.
Gans and Ensel some times ar gue as if the open ing up of his to ri og ra phy to
the meth ods of the so cial sci ences (which the NIOD orig i nally in sti tuted
un der the di rec tor ship of Hans Blom) is some how anti-Se mitic, as if, al -
most sev enty years af ter the war, with the real vic tims and per pe tra tors in
their nine ties, the ‘goed’/’fout’ po si tion of the six ties is still an ad e quate ba -
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geschiedenis” in: Groene Amsterdammer, op. cit.[]



sis for an un der stand ing of the past – or of the pres ent, for that mat ter.21

This con tro versy is ev ery bit as di vi sive within the Jew ish com mu nity as
the Historikerstreit is with re gard to the ‘right’ meth od ol ogy of the so cial
sci ences. (Do we – as eman ci pated Dutch Jews –  ap proach the di sas ters of
the past from the per spec tive of moral, eth i cal, cog ni tive uni ver sal ism
[sym bol ised by the ‘Dam’] or as Nederlandse Joden, from the point of view 
of the Hollandsche Schouwburg, from the point of view of the Holocaust?)

In the con tro versy marked by v.d. Boom’s book  both themes are there:
the ques tion of an ob jec tive un der stand ing of the past that con forms to the
stan dards of the Hu man i ties and the So cial Sci ences, ver sus an ex clu sive
fo cus on the Ho lo caust, with the im pli ca tion that what is at stake here is the
di vide be tween Jews and non-Jews. Van Thijn rep re sent the first, Gans and
Ensel the sec ond. Van Thijn, as I un der stand him,  wants a de bate, a Eu ro -
pean, a uni ver sal de bate, about the causes of the war; Gans and Ensel on
the other hand of ten ar gue as if they equate the per pe tra tor/vic tim dis tinc -
tion with mo ral ity tout court, plac ing their crit ics in the vi cin ity of
Anti-Sem i tism and Ho lo caust de nial.22

Like many, Gans and Ensel are dis turbed by the trivi ali sa tion and gen eral
‘dumbing down’ of ev ery thing to do with the past – with our cur rent
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21 What ever else is to be said about Blom’s In de ban van goed en fout, he can’t be faulted
for in sist ing that the spe cific Dutch de bates need to be opened up at both the in ter na -
tional and interdisciplinirary lev els.

22 It is, as far I can tell, only Meershoek who explicity links the weak nesses of v.d.
Boom’s ac count – his pos i tiv ism – to his in abil ity, at the meth od olog i cal level, to make
a clear dis tinc tion be tween ex plain ing some thing and un der stand ing some thing: “Van
der Boom trekt ten onrechte de ernst van getuigenissen van wetenschap van de geno cide 
in twijfel door deze los te maken van de con text. Hoe de joden de dood zouden vinden
was een kwestie die ook liever niet werd aangeroerd, door nationaal-socialisten om de
angst erin te houden, door anderen uit angst. Door eenzelfde abstrahering miskent hij
hoe fundamenteel de positie van niet-joden tijdens de bezetting verschilde van die van
joden, hoe de laatsten met grote moeite, tegen alle aanslagen daarop in, een normaal
bestaan in stand probeerden te houden, terwijl niet-joden zich ongestraft van die nare
werkelijkheid en hun bedreigde medebur gers konden afkeren en dat ook massaal
deden. Beide groepen werden met een volstrekt andere onzekerheid geconfronteerd.
Daarom laat Van der Booms verklaring voor het gedrag van niet-joden – voorzover die
al hout snijdt – zich niet transponeren naar dat van joden. Overigens geldt sowieso dat
een historische beschrijving van de vervolging wel staat of valt met een treffend beeld
van de ervaringen van de bedreigde joden, maar dat voor een historische verklaring de
opstelling van de joden van geringe betekenis is. Het lot van de joden werd overwegend 
bepaald door de opstelling van anderen, bovenal het Duitse bestuur, maar ook door de
Nederlandse instanties en bevolking. Met andere woorden: ook door gewone
Nederlanders.” Guus Meershoek (2013): “Een aangekondigde massamoord. Wat wisten
Nederlanders van de jodenvervolging?” in: Groene Amsterdammer, 2013/5.



‘cul ture of for get ting’, with the rel a tiv is tic ‘grijs verleden’ tone set by so
many of the pro fes sional his to ri ans.. But even within the Jew ish com mu -
nity it self, both here and abroad, there is un ease about the in fla tion ary
charge of Anti-sem i tism in sit u a tions where this is hardly called for.23

As I said, this con tro versy is not new. Some peo ple may still re mem ber
that Otto Frank spent the last years of his life in a rancourous se ries of court
cases, try ing to pre vent stage and film ad ap ta tions of his daugh ter’s di a ries
which he re garded as too Zi on ist in their tone, and any one delv ing into the
his tory of the Anne Frank Mu seum here in Am ster dam will see that this is
as sen si tive an is sue as ever.24

As an aside, on this is sue of di as pora ver sus Is rael, Da vid Goldberg,
Rabbi Emer i tus of the Lib eral Jew ish Syn a gogue in Lon don, tells this
rather en ter tain ing story:

In the years af ter the Leb a non War of 1982, the Is raeli am bas sa dor in Lon don was 
a pas sion ate or a tor who liked to work a fa vour ite an ec dote into his speeches. ‘For 
a time, he would say, and un be known to each other, Theodor Herzl and Sigmund
Freud lived on the same street in Vi enna. Imag ine what would have hap pened if
one day Herzl had knocked on Freud’s door and said: ‘Doktor, I have had a
dream"?’ Hav ing cap tured his lis tener’s at ten tion with such a novel pos si bil ity,
the am bas sa dor would then paint a vivid pic ture of how the dream had been
turned into re al ity, list Is rael’s many achieve ments and as sure au di ences that even 
greater tri umphs lay ahead if only peace could be con cluded with the Arabs.
In the Lon don dis trict of Hamp stead, where ev ery thrid res i dent is a Jew ish psy -
cho an a lyst, so the joke goes, there is a Freud Mu seum. The mu seum opened a
new wing in mem ory of Freud’s daugh ter Anna and in vited the Is raeli am bas sa -
dor to be the guest speaker. Clearly, he had no more idea of what he was do ing
there than his au di ence had of why he had been in vited, but he launched into his
stan dard an ec dote as be ing vaguely ap pro pri ate. When he de liv ered its punchline
about imag in ing what might have hap pened if Herzl had said to Freud, ‘Doktor, I
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23 Ido Abram: “Wat wisten Joodse en niet-Joodse Nederlanders tijdens ‘de’ oorlog?
Volgens historicus Bart van der Boom niet genoeg om adequaat te kunnen handelen.”
Kol Mokum, sept. 2012; Leo Frijda: “Ik ben het er niet mee eens dat het boek van Van
der Boom, zoals Evelien Gans en Remco Ensel ... betogen, past in de trend van
nivellering van daders, omstanders en slachtoffers.”
http://www.crescas.nl/site/blog/webcolumnfrijda/ ac cessed 25.2.2013; Da vid Goldberg
(2002): “Let’s have a sense of pro por tion – We Jews do our selves a dis ser vice if we cry
‘anti-sem ite’ at ev ery lib eral critic of Is rael” in: The Guard ian, Jan. 26, 2002. More gen -
er ally: Moshe Zuckermann (2010): Antisemit! Ein Vorwurf als Herrschaftsinstrument. 

24 c.f. my 2010 pa per “Trans lat ing the life-world of Anne Frank into the lan guage of the
post war gen er a tion”. xxxxxLINKxxxxxxx Also: the socalled Dutch ‘Dreyfus-af faire’:
Wim Berkelaar (1995): “W.F. Hermans en de Weinreb-af faire – Altijd gelijk maar
eeuwig verongelijkt” in: Algemeen – Cultuurgeschiedenis – Historiografie nr. 3/1995



have had a dream’, from the back of the hall some one mut tered, sotto voce, ‘Per -
haps he would have cured him!’25

III. Yerushalmi – three Jewish responses to the
Holocaust

In pon der ing this multi-lay ered, three-cor nered con tro versy that I
sketched above one can learn much from his to rian Yosef Hayim
Yerushalmi – es pe cially from his Zakhor – Jew ish His tory and Jew ish
Mem ory. Yerushalmi, who unites in his work and in his per son those two
el e ments upon which the whole no tion of a Jew ish col lec tive iden tity de -
pends: his tory and Ju da ism, is a usefull guide to these dif fi cult ques tions.
He points what we have been dis cus sion here – the v.d. Boom/Gans con tro -
versy – in a di rec tion dif fer ent from the above. Not di as pora ver sus Zi on -
ism, or Jew ish ver sus non-Jew ish, but to the core is sue of the phi los o phy
and the his to ri og ra phy of the last half-millenium al to gether: the ques tion of 
secu lar is ation:

There is an in her ent ten sion in mod ern Jew ish his to ri og ra phy even though most
of ten it is not felt on the sur face nor even ac knowl edged. To the de gree that this
his to ri og ra phy is in deed “mod ern” and de mands to be taken se ri ously, it must at
least func tion ally re pu di ate pre mises that were ba sic to all Jew ish con cep tions of
his tory in the past. In ef fect, it must stand in sharp op po si tion to its own sub ject
mat ter, not on this or that de tail, but con cern ing the vi tal core: the be lief that di -
vine prov i dence is not only an ul ti mate but an ac tive causal fac tor in Jew ish his -
tory, and the re lated be lief in the unique ness of Jew ish his tory it self. [em pha sis
added]26

Jew ish his tory and Jew ish faith are, ac cord ing to Yerushalmi – at least
untill the 19th Cen tury – not strictly sep a ra ble. His tory “as such” is “struc -
tured”, as much by the ac tive nar ra tive of de liv er ance from di sas ter as it is
by a de scrip tion and doc u men ta tion of ob jec tive historical events. 

This is not the place to try to give an ac count of the Wissenschaft des
Judentums in the 18th and 19th Cen tury. Ex cept to make this one point: that 
the un der stand ing of what that means, ‘his to ri og ra phy’, it self, un der goes a
pro found change dur ing the cen tu ries that fol low – in the pe riod say from
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25 Da vid Goldberg (2006): The Di vided Self – Is rael and the Jew ish Psy che To day. p.
210/211

26 Zakhor, op. cit., p. 89.



Zunz, Graetz, Eduard Gans, to Rosenzweig, Benjamin, Scholem and the
Frank furt School. Or rather: it un der goes a split. On the one hand there is
the ten dency which Yerushalmi de scribes with his fa mous phrase “his tory
be comes what it had never been be fore – the faith of fallen Jews.”27 This
mean ing of his tory cul mi nates in the no tion that the ‘his tory of the Jew ish
peo ple’ is a topic to be sub sumed un der gen eral his tory – in the same sense
that one speaks of the his tory of the Eng lish peo ple, the Dutch, French and
so on. A type of his to ri og ra phy in other words which re mains what it was in 
the hey day of the Na tion State, namely na tional his tory, the af fir ma tion of
our iden tity as cit i zens and vot ers within a spe cific set of in sti tu tions and
spe cific na tional bor ders. But the other di rec tion (sign posted by the names
Spinoza and Hegel) reads ‘Wissenschaft’ in an en tirely con trary sense to
to day’s mean ing of the term ‘sci ence’ – namely as ‘Universalgeschichte’, a 
‘global’ or ‘plan e tary’ his tory that en com passes and af fects us all. (And in
the pro cess dis solv ing much of its con nec tion with the par tic u lar ity of Jew -
ish his tory.28) This ‘haskalah’ or ‘eman ci pa tion’ di rec tion, cul mi nat ing in
Horkheimer and Adorno’s Di a lec tic of En light en ment, treats the Jews, the
Ho lo caust, Anti-sem i tism, the wars of the last cen tury as his tor i cal (and
that means ‘innerworldly’) phe nom ena that are in prin ci ple as ex pli ca ble as 
ev ery thing else in this world – including the various creeds and religions
contained within it.

All of this has a di rect bear ing on the ‘why did it hap pen’ ques tion un der -
ly ing the Gans/v.d. Boom con tro versy that I started off with. Why were,
within liv ing mem ory, more than 100,000 Dutch cit i zens, la belled by the
Ger man oc cu pier as ‘Jew ish’, mur dered? If this is the real source of the un -
ease about the ‘for mal ra tio nal ism’ of the v.d. Boom ap proach and the
‘we’re just em pir i cally orientied so cial sci en tists’ type of his to ri og ra phy,
how is this to be ar tic u lated? Yerushalmi helps us here be cause he shows
that the Jew ish com mu nity and the Jew ish tra di tion has re sponded to what
is now called the Ho lo caust in three dif fer ent ways that them selves have a
long, and in part even an an cient his tory: i) the tra di tional faith-based re -
sponse; ii) the his tory of the Jew ish peo ple ap proach; iii) the ‘Ho lo caust is
an as pect of the cri sis of Mo der nity al to gether’ ap proach. The ten sions be -
tween these three ‘par a digms’ – need I say that here – are huge, for here is
be ing fought out, all over again, the old is sues of faith ver sus rea son, sci -
ence ver sus pol i tics. But what in ter ests me here is above all what unites
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them. Whether we’re speak ing of the transhistorical val ues of the To rah, or
the real his tory of the Jew ish peo ple, or the di sas ters of the last hun dred
years, no dis cus sion of any of this is con ceiv able with out tak ing his tory se -
ri ously. And here it seems to me there is a col li sion with the nar rowly con -
ceived ‘no value-judge ments please’ type of his to ri og ra phy that has gained 
cur rency over the last de cades. What the three ap proaches that Yerushalmi
sketches – the faith-based, the ‘his tory of the Jew ish peo ple’, or the mod -
ern ist ap proaches – have in com mon is the con vic tion that his to ri og ra phy
with out a moral-eth i cal ba sis is an il lu sion.29  It is this ne ces sity of some
kind of perspective that is both ‘meta-historical’ and substantive at once
that Yerushalmi makes so palpable with this tale of Borges:

Jorge Luis Borges tells a story, Funes el memorioso (“Funes the Memorious”),
which haunts me largely be cause, though Borges did not in tend it so ..., it looms
as a pos si bly de monic par a ble for a po ten tial de noue ment to mod ern his to ri og ra -
phy as a whole. It is a tale about an Argentinian, Ireneo Funes, who, as the re sult
of a fall from a horse at the age of nine teen, found that hence forth he could for get
noth ing, ab so lutely noth ing. He tells Borges: “I have more mem o ries in my self
alone than all men have had since the world was a world.” But I give you Borges’
own words: 
“We, in a glance, per ceive three wine glasses on the ta ble; Funes saw all the
shoots, clus ters, and grapes of the vine. He re mem bered the shapes of the clouds
in the south at dawn on the 3oth of April of 1882, and he could com pare them in
his rec ol lec tion with the mar bled grain in the de sign of a leather-bound book he
had seen only once, and with the lines of the spray which an oar raised in the Rio
Ne gro on the eve of the bat tle of the Quebracho... 
 In ef fect, Funes re mem bered not only ev ery leaf on ev ery tree of ev ery wood, but
ev ery one of the times he had per ceived or imag ined it. He de ter mined to re duce
all of his ex pe ri ences to some sev enty thou sand rec ol lec tions, which he would
later de fine nu mer i cally. Two con sid er ations dis suaded him: the thought that the
task was in ter mi na ble and the thought that it was use less. He knew that at the
hour of his death he would scarcely have fin ished clas si fy ing even all the mem o -
ries of his child hood...”30

In this ‘Google’ world of ours, it is not dif fi cult to ap pre ci ate the point that
Yerushalmi is mak ing here: a purely fac tual study of the Ho lo caust (or of
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29 Though it is a com mon al ity that re mains ab stract: faith-based, na tion-based, post-mod -
ern ist based con cep tions have in com mon only this anti-posi tiv ist el e ment, and lit tle
else. An other way of putt ing this: the con fron ta tion with death, even in ‘nor mal’ cir -
cum stances (let alone the di sas ter that struck us eighty years ago) – can not be han dled –
to use an old terms from me di eval meta phys ics – ‘intentio recta’, as if it were one fact
amongst others.

30 Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi (1982):: Zakhor – Jew ish His tory and Jew ish Mem ory, p. 102.



the last 100 years, or of his tory al to gether) that de liv ers noth ing but an
unmanagable moun tain of un struc tured ‘data’, does n’t help us in the least
when we’re fac ing those trou bling “Hoe was het mogelijk?31„ ques tions.
When we go to the Dam, the Schouwburg, the Februaristaking, the
Auschwitz herdenking, it’s no con so la tion to hear that the past is ‘grey’, or
that there’s noth ing new un der the sun. So the first con clu sion to be drawn
from Yerushalmi is a rather for mal, a purely ‘neg a tive’ con clu sion: a his to -
ri og ra phy that has noth ing to say about free dom, about val ues, that is not
able to give us some guide to ‘prac tice’, is not go ing to help us with our en -
quiry here. So how do we con cep tual ise that moral-eth i cal ba sis, and what
do we learn from Yerushalmi on this?

IV. On symbolising ‘de oorlog’

I want to take those three ‘par a digms’ (for want of a better word) that
Yerushalmi re minds us of (the ‘faith’-, ‘na tion’-, ‘uni ver sal val ues’-based
way of con cep tual is ing the past) and then re turn to the ques tion with which
we started out: why is the 4/5 mei comité mak ing such heavy weather in
find ing a con vinc ing na tional sym bol ism?32

What moves us in di vid u ally is very var ied. Some peo ple can be deeply
moved by a mon u ment, a speech, an in scrip tion, a film – while oth ers re -
main quite un moved. Age, ex pe ri ence, cul tural back ground, up bring ing,
ed u ca tion all make a dif fer ence, play a role. Emo tions are not only the most 
in di vid ual and in ti mate re ac tions we know, but if you ask around, or con -
sult your own fam ily, your own bi og ra phy, you will find that for most of
the sur vi vors of the war and for most of their fam i lies, com mem o ra tions are 
deeply dis turb ing – some peo ple (on 4/5 May) go on hol i day, oth ers switch
off the TV and the internet, or do some thing ap par ently un re lated – though
if you look closely and know them well enough you re al ize that what
they’re do ing fits the motto: ‘any thing is pref er a ble to once again fac ing
those in tol er a ble im ages’. So I in vite you to think about your own choices
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32 I’ve been speak ing of ‘types of sym bol ism’, or of ‘par a digms’, and in do ing so I’m fol -
low ing here a line of thought in mod ern phi los o phy that af fixes its at ten tion above all to 
the im plicit as sump tions, to the so-called ‘apriori’ as pects of our think ing that seem so
au to matic, that are so ob vi ous, so ap par ently ‘in tu itive’, that in the nor mal course of
events we see lit tle rea son to thematise them at all. Untill, that is, we are con fronted
with peo ple from an en tirely dif fer ent cul ture, an entirely different ‘mind-set’.



on 4 mei: what do you do, where do you go to, what does your fam ily, your
friends do. And then, with all this in mind, try to ap ply this clas si fi ca tion of
Yerushalmi: how does this af fect you per son ally, and what con clu sions,
which res o lu tions do you make based on those emo tional reactions? How
do you express them and communicate them to your friends and family?

To be ‘ra tio nal’ in these things is more than just dif fi cult – the pop u lar
word ‘ra tion al is ation’, com ing from the psy chol o gists, has en tered our vo -
cab u lary for a good rea son. De nial and pro jec tion are very an cient and very
hu man re sponses to what we find emo tion ally in tol er a ble. But let’s look a
mo ment at some of these momuments: the Dam, the Auschwitz-mon u -
ment, the Hollandse Schouwburg, the Zadkine mon u ment in Rot ter dam,
the Apeldoornsche Bosch – to men tion only these. Is it pos si ble to clas sify
our emo tional re ac tions, and our re sponses to these re ac tions, in
accordance with Yerushalmi’s scheme?

IV. i. The faith-based par a digm

The old est type of sym boli sa tion that I’m aware of, in the con text of the
pub lic com mem o ra tion of ‘de oorlog’, are these lines from a plaque at
Westerbork:

“Olie van olijven, zuivere gestotene, gestoten en geslagen, om leed als licht te
dragen.” 

It’s from Ex o dus, though my own source is Eddy de Wind’s Confrontatie
met de dood. I’ve since then lo cated them at Westerbork – they’re next to
the stone me mo rial field that marks the ‘apelplaats’. In this type of sym bol -
ism mem ory, suf fer ing and hope are not el e ments that are – in the mod ern
mode – an a lyt i cally sep a ra ble, but are in ti mately tied to one an other within 
the psy che it self; “de struc tion and re demp tion”, says Yerushalmi, are “dia -
lec ti cally linked.”33 Leed en licht, suf fer ing and hope, death and rebirth. 

Zakhor, re mem brance, is the only per mis si ble re ac tion to the sin of
shikhecha, of for get ting, and in this act of re mem brance it self the think ing
ego co mes to a con scious ness of both: of the re al ity of the tran scen dent, the
soul, the spirit, and of the sinfullness and guilt of our na ture. This sym bol -
ism marks a dark place that writ ers and po ets have grap pled with since time 
im me mo rial, and doubt lessly will con tinue to do so for as long as we are
mor tal and for as long as our ex is tence on this planet re mains pre car i ous.
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(And who’s to say we’re not, and it is n’t?)34 The call that we ‘are all re spon -
si ble’, that each one of us has it within us to be able to choose be tween good 
and evil, that this choice goes straight to the core of what we mean by ‘free -
dom’, ech oes to us down the ages with un di min ished res o nance. They are
the same sen ti ments, still rec og niz able two millenia later, in these words to
be found on the Nationaal Mon u ment on the Dam:

“Nimmer, van erts tot arend, was enig schepsel vrij onder de zon, noch de zon
zelve, noch de gesternten. Maar geest brak wet en stelde op de geslagen bres de
mens. Uit die eersteling daalden de ontelbaren. Duchtend zijn hoge blik deinsden
hun zwermen binnen de wet terug en werden volkeren en stonden elkander naar
het leven, onder nachtgewolkten verward treurspel, dat wereld heet. Sindsdien
werd geen mens vrij dan ontboden van boven zijn dak, geen volk dan beheerst
van boven zijn torens. Blijve ons dat bij, verlost als we werden uit het
schrikbewind van een onderwereld. Niet onbeheerst, doch enkel beheerst van
boven de wereld blijft vrijheid ons deel.”35

Or, in lines, to be found on the mon u ment com mem o rat ing the
Apeldoorsche Bosch in Apeldoorn:

“Nooit heb ik wat mij werd ontnomen zo bit ter bit ter liefgehad”.36

Or, in an other met a phor of ‘heaven’, these words by the maker of the
‘Spiegelmonument’, Jan Wolkers:

Tot barstens toe kan je je hersens afpijnigen of er een beeld wil opdoemen dat die
schande en dat leed bij benadering zou kunnen weergeven. Je kijkt naar de hemel
en je begrijpt niet dat dat blauwe uitspansel boven die ontzetting heeft gestaan,
even onaangedaan en vredig als boven een wei met bloemen. En in een visioen
van rechtvaardigheid zie je de blauwe lucht boven je vol barsten trekken, alsof de
verschrikking die daar op de aarde onder haar heeft plaatsgehad voorgoed de
eeuwigheid geschonden heeft. Zo ben ik op het idee gekomen om gebroken
spiegels op dat kleine stuke aarde waar die urn met as ligt neer te leggen.
Voorgoed kan op die plaats de hemel niet meer ongeschonden weerspiegeld
worden.37
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34 "‘Herinneren’ (Zachor) en ‘terugkeren’ (Tesjoewa), als ‘opdracht’, nodigt uit om
innerlijk actief te worden en het leven te heiligen. Zie en proef dat het leven goed is. En
hoe lasten, zegeningen, verliezen, vervullingen en verwondingen verzacht kunnen
worden." (Limmoed quote.)

35 Words by Adriaan Roland Holst.
36 Mon u ment by Ralph Prins, lines from a poem by Ida Gerhardt.
37 Auschwitz Bul le tin, 1977. cit. in v. Thijn p. 73.



Even in our own pro saic, secu lar ised world, – and per haps, pre cisely be -
cause of it – we can not re sist the power of met a phor, the tran scen dent and
some times over whelm ing magic of language.

IV. ii. The na tion-based par a digm 

But there is a sec ond type of sym bol ism, and that is the sym bol ism of the
group, the na tion, the ‘col lec tivi ty’.

Zakhor, re mem brance, is also the “re mem ber what Amalek did to you;
re mem ber Haman”; the Rab binic tra di tion does n’t just ex ist in a vac uum, it
is part of the his tory of what be comes, once it is secu lar ised, the his tory of
the Jew ish Peo ple - now a days with its own Na tional State and na tional in -
sti tu tions. At the Dam, the na tional as pect is just as pres ent, namely in the
eleven urns im mured in the wall – one from each Dutch Prov ince, and one
from Nederlands-Indie. Urns con tain ing the ashes from ‘eren begraaf -
plaatsen’ around the coun try; ashes of those who died for their coun try.
This na tional sym bol ism in Hol land is there in the Wilhelmus, (“Die Tyr -
anny verdrijven,/Die my mijn hert doorwondt"), ech oed also in the van
Randwijk lines at the Weteringsschans:

Een volk dat voor tirannen zwicht, zal meer dan lijf en goedverliezen, dan dooft
het licht.

So there’s not just the uni ver sal sym bol ism of mo ral ity, suf fer ing, ex ile and 
the spir i tual, there is also the sym bol ism of the Na tion: here in Hol land, af -
ter all, the old est re pub lic in Eu rope, with al lu sions go ing back to the
‘Geuzen’, the ‘patriotten’, and the war of na tional lib er a tion against Spain.
One could call this the sym bol ism of ‘Or ange’, which once acted as a
source of in spi ra tion for Re pub li can ism and na tional in de pend ence ev ery -
where – in clud ing for that small one time Pil grim con gre ga tion in Leiden,
set ting sail, in the ‘Mayflower’, four hundred years ago.

IV iii. The post-na tional par a digm

And then there is a third layer of as so ci a tions and al lu sions, a ‘post-na -
tional’ or post-mod ern ist layer, in which it is the col lec tive fu ture of hu -
man ity, that is ap pealed to. Lib eral val ues – one only needs to read Geert
Mak’s Am ster dam to re al ize how deeply rooted they are right here, in our
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own city – based in noth ing more than the in di vid ual’s rights to dig nity and
free dom.38 

This is the sym bol ism of uni ver sal Hu man Rights – ex press ing a col lec -
tive re solve to cre ate a world more peace ful, more dig ni fied, less de struc -
tive than the one we pres ently inhabit.

We eren de moedige stakers. Wij verzetten ons tegen discriminatie van mensen
vanwege hun afkomst, politieke overtuiging, geloof of seksuele geaardheid en
komen op voor democratische waarden en mensenrechten.39

– words from the Herdenkingskrant, is sued on the occassion of the
Februari-stak ing last month. We are cit i zens, bur gers of this coun try, and it
is as cit i zens that the Jews are com mem o rated on the mon u ments at the
Stopera and the Dokwerker. (Stopera: “Ter herinnering aan het verzet van
de joodse bur gers gevallen 40-45"; Dokwerker: ”Daad van verzet der
burgerij tegen de Jodenvervolging door de duitse bezetter.")

The 4 mei lezingen them selves are a rich source for this post-na tional
sym bol ism. Geert Mak starts his ‘4 mei lezing’ some years back with the
ar rest ing words: “Ik ben een kind van de Enola Gay”. To end with a rous -
ing:

Waar is onze gedroomde internationale broederschap? Waar is de Europese
beweging, dat groots ingezette vredesproces, op uitgelopen? Wat heeft jullie
generatie gedaan met de gerechtigheid en de vrijheid? Waarom hangen er wolken 
van cynisme rondom onze felbevochten democratie, overal in Europa? Waar is
de passie? Waar het gevoel dat politiek ook groots kan zijn? Is het allemaal voor
niets geweest, voorbije tijden, vergetelheid?"40

Once again Yerushalmi:

To day Jewry lives a bi fur cated life. As a re sult of eman ci pa tion in the di as pora
and na tional sov er eignty in Is rael Jews have fully re en tered the main-stream of
his tory, and yet their per cep tion of how they got there and where they are is most
of ten more myth i cal than real. Myth and mem ory con di tion ac tion. There are
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38 If only it were pos si ble, in to day’s world, to do what the burgemeester once did, long
ago, to pac ify the city: is sue a de cree to out law the words “Hoek” and “Kabeljauw”!

39 2013 Februari-stak ing Krans in scrip tions: Uit Re spect/Geef haat and discriminatie geen
kans/De strijd gaat door/De Staat en het Volk van Is rael/Nooit vergeten/Nooit meer/Dat
nooit meer/Fascisme is moord/Blijf waaksaam/Dankzij jullie strijd is er vakbond
vrijheid/Eenheid van actie toen en nu/Strijd tegen onrecht blijft noodzakelijk

40 Breekbare dagen – 4 en 5 mei door de jaren heen. (Nationaal Comité 4 en 5 mei,
Stichting Collectieve Pro pa ganda van het Nederlandse Boek, [no date, prob. 2012] p.
238/239.)



myths that are life-sus tain ing and de serve to be re in ter preted for our age. There
are some that lead astray and must be re de fined. Oth ers are dan ger ous and must
be exposed.41

Let’s now try to ap ply this ‘dif fer ent sym bolic forms’ ap proach to the
word ‘Ho lo caust’.

i) There has been, over the years, a pow er ful move ment to sacrilise it, for
in stance in the work of Emil Fackenheim42, Ar thur A. Co hen43, or by what
would later be come the U.S. Ho lo caust Me mo rial Com mis sion, Zachor:
The Ho lo caust Re source Cen ter. If a well-known Dutch Rabbi uses the
word ‘Endlösung’, the ne ces sity to go on alija, and sug gests that it is re ally
the lux u ries of the Bab y lo nian ‘ballingschap’ in which we are said to find
our selves that is keep ing us from go ing on alija, he rep re sents this move -
ment.44 The Ho lo caust be comes a sym bol of evil tout court, an un prec e -
dented and unique event, a ‘sin gu lar ity’ in his tory that is not ‘in’ it but
transcendent to it.

ii) The op po site ap proach is secu lar ise it in the Zi on ist sense – this is dis -
cussed in some de tail by Yehuda Bauer, for mer Yad Vashem di rec tor, in
“From the Ho lo caust to the State of Is rael”.45 It turns ev ery as pect of the
dis cus sion of the Ho lo caust into a shib bo leth, a ‘loy alty-test’ vis-a-vis Is -
raeli pol i tics.46

iii) The third ap proach is that of the ‘Frank furt School’, my own tra di tion. 
One could call this the uni ver sali sa tion ap proach. Mod ern so ci ety con tains
within it (in this view), in the core in sti tu tions that we take for granted – the
econ omy, par lia men tary de moc racy, the me dia – some of the same fac tors
that caused the di sas ter of eighty years ago, and for this rea son is an im por -
tant re search di rec tion that helps to iden tify the causes of the cri sis of mo -
der nity, of the globalised world in which we now find ourselves.
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41 p. 131.
42 His 614th Com mand ment, “to be ap pended to the 613 that, ac cord ing to tra di tion, were

re ceived from God at Mount Si nai: ‘the com mand ing voice of Auschwitz’”. (cit. in Pe -
ter Novick [1999]: The Ho lo caust in Amer i can Life, p. 199.

43 Ar thur Allen Co hen (1981): The tremendum – a theo log i cal in ter pre ta tion of the Ho lo -
caust.

44 Rabbijn Evers, “Poerim”, Joods Actueel, Antwerpen, Feb. 2013.
45 Yehuda Bauer (2001): Re think ing the Ho lo caust, p. 7.
46 Yom Hashoah, ac cord ing to James E. Young, „na tion al ised the old est of all Jew ish par -

a digms: de struc tion and re demp tion.“ (in: The Tex ture of Mem ory – Ho lo caust Me mo ri -
als and Mean ing. Yale U.P. 1993.)



(Sacrilisation, secu lar is ation, uni ver sali sa tion – with the sur vi vors some -
where in the mid dle, try ing as best they can to make sense of it all.)

Bear ing all this in mind, it is not dif fi cult to un der stand why the 4/5 mei
comité is strug gling to find a non-po lit i cal, non-con tro ver sial form of com -
mem o ra tion. Its gov ern ment-set man date is to find a na tional con sen sus;
but the re al ity is that is sues of Eu ro pean in te gra tion on the one hand, the lo -
cal con se quences of the cri sis in the Mid dle East on the other
(‘glocalisation’) makes such a purely na tional con sen sus in creas ingly dif -
fi cult. In an in creas ingly globalised, frag mented, polar ised world, it be -
comes ever more dif fi cult to find a sym bol ism at the lo cal level for events
that are them selves only intelligible, if at all, on an international scale.

When I look around me in Hol land, and above all in the Jew ish com mu -
nity, what strikes me most of all is how most peo ple seem able to ac com -
mo date all three of these ‘mindsets’ si mul ta neously – able to ‘skip per’
around the con tra dic tory de mands made upon them, keep ing the con flicts
la tent, even in their own minds. Untill, that is, that most neu ral gic point of
all is touched: mem ory. 

Let me end by pre sent ing to you the fol low ing two the ses for dis cus sion:

1) This ‘Yerushalmi’ ap proach helps us sort out con flict ing loy al ties,
which for the sur vi vors here in Hol land has been in tense – and is be com ing
more so year by year, as the cri sis in the Mid dle East ex ac er bates;

2) It helps us un der stand a great deal of the con tro ver sies that sur round us,
whether it is the 4/5 mei comité dif fi cul ties, the Gans/v.d. Boom con tro -
versy, or the ‘where do you stand on Is rael’ question.
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