INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UM! films
the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and
dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type of
computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations
and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

in the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized
copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and continuing
from left to right in equal sections with small overiaps.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6° x 9" black and white
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations appearing
in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order.

Bell & Howell Information and Leaming
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 USA
800-521-0600

®

UMI

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



SELF AND MORALITY IN AMERICAN DISCOURSE

ABOUT MORAL ATROCITIES

The members of the Committee approve the doctoral
dissertation of Barry Kenneth Creamer

Christopher Morris M%&z_

Supervising Professor

Greg A. Eghigian N . }1 c‘—'\]\
A

2,
Timothy A. Mahoney M

Charles Nussbaum _ %é,_. é ZM 4__41 (Ad o

Robert J. Reddick ‘/&%Lﬁz[éek.—
. .
Dean of the Graduate School KS’-SE:Q\ mtgcs‘w—@“s“

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



SELF AND MORALITY IN AMERICAN DISCOURSE
ABOUT MORAL ATROCITIES

by

BARRY KENNETH CREAMER

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of
The University of Texas at Arlington in Partial Fulfiliment
of the Requirements

for the Degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT ARLINGTON
December 2000

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



UMI Number: 9995835

®

UMI

UMI Microform9995835
Copyright 2001 by Bell & Howell Information and Learming Company.

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against
unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

Bell & Howell Information and Leaming Company
300 North Zeeb Road
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

[ am grateful to three different groups for making this dissertation possible. First,
my family has patiently endured my absence at many times and my unpleasant presence
at other times. They have been more than encouraging, sacrificing plans and expectations
to keep me on track.

Second, I owe great thanks to Woodland West Baptist Church for continuing to
employ, respect, and follow me as their pastor throughout innumerable days of
dissertating. They are the finest group of Christians I have ever known.

Finally, I thank the members of my committee for enduring interminable waits
between chapters and for being willing to correct and encourage me in just the right
combination to keep me motivated to do my best. Every committee member was helpful
in different ways. I especially thank Dr. Chris Morris for handling the bureaucratic
headaches and convincing me that I would finish and Dr. Greg Eghigian for being the
first reader to wade through each chapter even while conducting his own research in
Germany and moving to teach at Penn State.

October 4, 2000

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ABSTRACT

SELF AND MORALITY IN AMERICAN DISCOURSE
ABOUT MORAL ATROCITIES

Publication No.

Barry Kenneth Creamer, Ph.D.

The University of Texas at Arlington, 2000

Supervising Professor: Christopher Morris

This study is about American public cultural conceptions of self and their
correlated moralities from the end of WW II through 1979. Those conceptions are studied
in American discourse as it examines moral atrocities in literate, public journals,
magazines, and a few other similar resources. The specific moral atrocities generating the
body of literature examined are the Holocaust of Nazi Germany, the Soviet Gulag, the
massacre at My Lai, and the rule of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia.

As authors reflect on and react to these events their diatribes and arguments reveal
assumptions of self and morality. The self is challenged by events inexplicable to former
views. Morality is revealed as authors ground their claims finally in goods for which they
apparently see no need for further justification. Assumptions of both self and morality are
most thoroughly disclosed at points of conflict—where authors who disagree about
particular claims appeal to the same foundations of individuality and subjectivity or of

teleological purpose.
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Despite the reasonable assumption that self should change dramatically through
such tumultuous times, it does not. The psychological self, along with the conflict
between determinative psychical causes and essential autonomy, persists. The modern
self, conceived as rational and improving both historically and personally, also survives.
The discourse material examined supports the interesting claim that the more varied are
the descriptions of self and corresponding ends the more apparent it is that the one
characteristic most common to every self is the yet unachieved completion of his
particular end. That is to say, the more varied, inconsistent, conflicted, and irreconcilable
the teleology described by different aspects and perspectives of self, the more evident is

the inescapably teleological and therefore moral context of the self.
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CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTION

This study is about American public cultural conceptions of self and their
correlated moralities. Those conceptions are studied in American discourse as it
examines moral atrocities in literate, public journals, magazines, and a few other similar
resources. As particular aspects or versions of self meet and sometimes conflict, so will
their moral corollaries. Although the material studied does reveal some of these specific
relationships and interrelationships, the primary issue addressed here is neither which
moral assumption or assumptions follow from a particularly theorized self nor which
moral assertions or assumptions are correct, but that moral assumptions are inherent in
public conceptions of self. That there is a relationship between significant moral events,
the discourse about them, and the self and moralities revealed in that discourse is
assumed. Discourse about the extremities of moral experience provides substantial
material for the examination of assumptions about self and morality in American
culture. Discourse from 1945 to 1979 about issues where moral claims and horizons of
comprehensible human behavior meet present a picture in which self and morality are
impossible to separate, linked by teleological conceptions of the self. This dissertation
contends for the intrinsic cultural relationship between self and morality from public
intellectual discourse about moral atrocities.

Assumptions about self are integral to every discussion of human interest. Since
such assumptions are integral to discourse, discourse in any particular culture will be
circumscribed by what thoughts are possible about self. In other words, conceptions of

self will form boundaries of discussion, as well as foils against which probing ideas will

1
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rise. If there is anywhere that the most fundamental conceptions of self will surface, it
will be at the boundaries of human experience—at the places where individuals are
confronted with the previously unimaginable acts of other individuals and compelled to
explain what was formerly inexplicable, or perhaps even unthinkable. It is at these
horizons that the most basic of assumptions will surface, potentially coming under
scrutiny if not explicitly at least in the attempt to reconcile their implications with
incongruent circumstances. Certainly the assumption of the progressively civilized
American comes under scrutiny when All-American boys shoot non-threatening old
men, women, and children in a Vietnamese village. Such scrutiny does not necessarily
mean that the self so described is abandoned, only that it is brought to the surface for
examination. It might seem reasonable to expect certain ideas of individuality,
subjectivity, identity, and the psyche to wane while others take form. However, the
most interesting observations come from conceptions of self that persist and therefore in
some way stand in a uniquely significant relationship to ways of perceiving self in
American public discourse. In other words, since the self is tried in examipation of
moral atrocity, only the most inescapable of the self’s aspects, attributes, or descriptions
should go either unchallenged or have the tenacity to endure what challenges there are.
There is no easy way to comprehend events as universally condemned and
divergently explained as the Holocaust in German-dominated Europe, the Gulag of the
Soviet Union, the slaughter of civilians at My Lai in Vietnam, or the rule of the Khmer
Rouge in Cambodia. But the difficuity authors face dealing with those objects of
discussion is the catalyst revealing their most interesting and important assumptions
about the self as they fall back on their most basic assumptions of human agency and
responsibility. It is also the case that concepts of identity and subjectivity along with

other descriptions of the self provide a suit of tools for studying discourse about these
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topics. For instance, certain things assumed about the essence of modermnity, civilization,
and psychology as cultural perspectives of self appear in the unique discursive wake of
extreme human circumstances. Both the condition of victims and the choices of
perpetrators of what come to be known as crimes against humanity provoke such
discourse. Terms such as “inhumanity” and “brutality” typify the confrontation with
circumstances and behavior which do not meet an author’s minimum expectations of a
particular conception of culture. An assumption of this study is that by seeking to
inform and persuade its readers the discourse about these horrific events has drawn
from contemporary conceptions of self and morality. The anticipated accomplishment
of this study then is not to resolve the moral conflicts or historical questions
surrounding the named events, but rather to discover American limits of thinking about
self or of identifying what it is to be a human subject, agent, or member of humanity.
Peter Novick addresses the lament of Jews during WW II that commitment to
being Jewish was being replaced by a vacuous universalism. He disagrees, and asserts
that the only thing replacing Jewish loyalty during and after WW II was loyalty to
America (a development consistent with the rise of America as a telos during the 1950s,
by the way.) But he also notes what every historian must know. “One can, to be sure,
find examples of this—one can find examples of anything” (32). There are many ways
of classifying and identifying the self among scholars. The approach of this paper is not
to verify or impugn those descriptions. Instead the intention is to read everything
available in the targeted discourse and use instances of similar vocabulary and
argumentation to infer common assumptions about the self. There is no scientific
objectivity implied. Categories and descriptions from Elias and Rose, for instance,
certainly do shape the categories and vocabularies by which the material is examined

here. But its examination is not a validation or rebuttal of their noteworthy systems as
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true or untrue. Since the self examined in this paper is innately cultural, the only truth to
be examined in its essence is the truth of its cultural perception. Similarly, the material
is not arranged into separate sections on, for example, victims and perpetrators. The
obvious contrast between those subjects is exactly where the common elements of self
are found.

There is an important merger of ideas about the appropriate way or ways of
identifying, defining, and therefore expecting of the human subject wherever moral
discourse examines difficult objects. The goal here is to approach these issues where
they meet in discourse about issues where human behavior grates the rim of human
expectation. It comes as no surprise that there is a heterogeneity among descriptions of
self. It is that diversity that makes the study of self interesting—an examination of
contemporary conceptions underlying sometimes ignorantly competing moral claims.
The broader the heterogeneity, the more inclusive and authoritative the common ground
must be—the more fundamental to contemporary ways of thinking about self.

The twentieth century is a perfect target for study since it has been described as
the Century of Genocide, the title of a work by Samuel Totten with William S. Parsons
and Israel W. Charny—a reference to massive events of deliberate human destruction
from the Armenians in Turkey to the recent and in many ways ongoing Balkan crises.
The American confrontation with these kinds of acts is particularly interesting during
the heart of the century, from the end of WW II until the end of the 1970s, a period in
which there are not only significant international moral crises from which to draw, but
also issues of self and morality seeking resolution, although not necessarily finding it.

The reason for the chosen period is simple, evidenced in several ways. It begins
in 1945 when public commentators begin to take seriously reports of Nazi atrocities in

Germany, especially with the capture of Buchenwald. Evidence of the importance of
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this time of moral discourse comes in the form of new vocabulary which is not simply
forcibly introduced to the language, but finds a place in the mainstream of American
commentary ever since—specifically Raphael Lemkin’s coinage of the term “genocide”
(Totten and Parsons xxiii). Peter Novick argues that the Holocaust did not have the
significance during the 1950s and 1960s that it took on from the 1970s and afterward.
(127). He proves his point in several ways, including tracing the development of the
importance of the term “Holocaust,” which did not become the dominant description of
Jewish destruction under Nazism until the late 1960s (coincident, by the way, with the
introduction of Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago and the moral weight attached to
“Gulag.”) However, Nazi practices and the conglomeration of events including what
comes to be known as the Holocaust do represent the standard of evil against which
subsequent moral atrocities are measured.

The three areas studied are chosen because of their chronology, their practically
universal condemnation, the variety of conditions and situations they present, and the
relationship they bear inside the discourse examined (that is, in many cases authors
directly rclate the event of their immediate consideration with the event or events prior
to it.) It is not necessary that they be proven as the worst events of the twentieth
century, however that task would be done. Rather, they are significant exactly as they
are described and defined in the discourse examined. These particular cases offer a
chronological progression from WW II through the 1970s, offering an opportunity not
only for comparison and contrast, but for the exploration of the development of
particular ways of understanding self. Of course, the most interesting discourse comes
in the immediate wake of these events or their discovery during the most intense times
of examining and grappling with previously unchallenged assumptions. The Holocaust

directly assaults many assumptions about Western civilization, and therefore about the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



soundness of the civilized self as authors describe the dehumanization and devaluation
of both victims and perpetrators. Further, the Holocaust provides the moral event
against which other objects of moral discourse are measured and understood after WW
II. The Soviet Gulag provides a context through which authors seek to distinguish
behavior based on explicitly American assumptions. Literature about Southeast Asia
from 1969 through 1979 not only reveals a transformation of assumptions about the
American telos but also reveals how far the point of the “Universal Declaration of
Human Rights” had come in public thinking since its adoption by the UN following
WW II. Importantly, these events have provided a stream of discourse not just about the
nature of political atrocities, and not even just about the nature of human behavior, but
about ways Americans understand, as Nikolas Rose puts it, human being. In their
assumptions, those writing about these events have provided lessons about morality that
stem from their understanding of the self. Sometimes they are subtle or even
unintentional. Other times they are straightforwardly didactic. But either way they
always contribute to what it is not just to be a human, but to be a good or a bad self.

The reasons for looking into public periodicals like Harper’s, The Atlantic
Monthly, and The Saturday Review include the important fact that the authors of articles
in these publications have an interest in carefully thinking through the arguments they
are presenting to a respectably literate audience in the general public. That the journals
are public (rather than purely scholarly) is significant since the object here is not simply
ideas about morality or human rights, but how discourse about morality has shaped and
been shaped by contemporary conceptions of self. It is not the intent here to justify or
conversely undermine the specifically philosophical, moral, or didactic claims of any of
the discourse examined. In fact, the most interesting observations come when an

author’s claims are internally inconsistent, or when authors with divergent opinions
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share similar (although often unrecognized) assumptions. Contradictory claims with
common assumptions and views are especially helpful. Significant assumptions are also
revealed in works intended for the public which oppose standard treatments (such as the
Army report’s departure from McCarthyism and supposedly moderating claims about
Soviet moral values.)

So the strand of discourse examined is at the popular level and addresses
atrocities in three areas, the Jewish Holocaust in German-dominated Europe, the Gulag
in the Soviet Union, and the My Lai massacre and Pol Pot’s rule in Southeast Asia. It
seems reasonable to assert both that the discourse material examined draws from
informed perceptions of public conceptions of self and morality in order to establish the
authors’ claims and that inferences from this body of discourse may also be cautiously
applied to public ways of thinking and speaking of the self. The articles, stories, and
reviews examined here address significant moral and historic challenges which
demanded (and still demand) consideration. Just as interesting, however, are the insights
into self and morality provided by the assumptions, rationalizations, and even
vocabulary the discourse.

The vocabulary used throughout this work is drawn primarily from sources such
as Norbert Elias, Michel Foucault, Charles Taylor, Alasdair Maclntyre, Nikolas Rose,
and Richard Rorty-—an eclectic group to say the least. But the use of their vocabulary
does not require the use of their conclusions about how that vocabulary works together
or what it implies. For instance, for MacIntyre the modern seif is the emotivist self,
certainly psychological in nature but absolutely not tethered to any telos (23—24). And
MacIntyre’s argument for such a characterization is solid if not impregnable. But his
definition of that modern self is not at issue here. That is, the goal here is not to begin

with a series of categories of the self and evaluate their worth in public discourse. The
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goal is to examine public discourse from the stated period and infer from those writings
public perspectives on self and therefore morality. There is no question that the
categories and tools by which the self is located, characterized, and identified in this
work are at least informed and in some ways undeniably limited by the vocabulary of
the authors mentioned above. But that informing and limiting only provides the
foundation from which this examination is built. It is also important to note that
describing publicly held assumptions of the self in relationships and contexts
contradictory to those of the above authors does not need to imply a conflict with the
authors’ views (although it does not rule out conflict either,) since the goal of this paper
is less theoretically inclined than any of their works.

Several terms require an explanation of their use throughout this work and, in
some cases, their relationships with each other. However, explaining a term does not
provide a final definition for it. The approach of this work is empirical rather than a
priori. Terms are defined through their repeated and varied usage throughout the
discourse, not simply by the definitions given below. The goal in this respect is for the
vocabulary to be neither clearer nor more vague than its use throughout the material
examined. To define a term within limits that exclude the use of some authors would be
as errant as leaving a clearly defined term too vague. The repeated examples given in
the context of statements about self and humanity are intended to leave an impression
from which meanings can reasonably be inferred.

With that statement made, it is still important to have at least a reasonably clear
starting point for terms that can be used in a variety of ways by different disciplines and
in different contexts. Statements below refer to how terms are understood at the outset

of this work. Obviously the first significant term is “self.”
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The self is defined by discourse about “autonomy, identity, individuality, liberty,
choice, fulfillment” (Rose 1). Contemporary questions about self are not about its
nature, but about how it is held or described in a particular culture. The self is described
in certain ways and in certain contexts. The descriptions of the self as modern, civilized,
and psychological in a teleological context stand out in the literature being examined.
To say the self is modemn, civilized, or psychological, is to attribute a certain
characteristic or set of characteristics to the culture’s perspective on the human subject.
For instance, the concept of self as identified or parochial (both terms mentioned below)
directly influences the claim that empathy for the victims of human rights abuses wanes
as those victims are less and less like those who empathize, or the claim that individuals
who do not have genuine familial loyalty are less likely to care about other peoples and
nations (Chamny xvi—xix). In this illustration the self is perceived psychologically and
described in its racial and even closer familial identification. As this case illustrates, the
self is not simply defined or described uniquely, but along different axes that intersect.
Some descriptions of the self provide context without which the subject cannot be
understood, such as the identified, national, modern, or civilized self. Maclntyre
accomplishes this contextualization by tracing historical philosophical developments to
their results in the modern self (30-32). Other descriptions venture to identify
subjective attributes directly, such as psychological. Rose takes on this task in the
introduction to Inventing Our Selves and is able to assume it through the rest of the
book (22).

A valuable aspect of descriptions of self that depend on context is that claims
about the self will be paralleled by claims about the context in which the self is
described. Claims about modernity necessarily reveal assumptions about the modemn

self. A significant part of this correlation lies in the telos of the context. If modernity’s

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



telos is complete comprehension, then it is predictable that the modern self at its moral
best will use, for instance, rationality to grasp and control its circumstances. This
argument is not the same as the claim that changing circumstances (another form of
context) implies a changing self. Quite the contrary is true. For instance, it is not
necessary that atrocities create changes in self and morality. While that statement can be
followed by the argument that the self is always changing aud therefore moral claims
are always changing, it can also be followed by the claim that some ways of describing
the self are remarkably persistent.

Another term is used to represent a variety of descriptions that pervade the
discourse. Dehumanization is the process or set of events that causes a person to be
described in subhuman terms rather than in terms that fit the complete conception of the
self. Terms such as barbarity, bestiality, and brutality reveal the difference between
being simply human, and being a self. It may seem strange to claim that to be subhuman
or dehumanized is to be a diminished self, rather than a diminished human. But that is
the point. Either because being a self is part of being a complete human or because the
subjectivity of the individual is perceived as the only way in which the person
experiences full humanity it is the diminution of self that defines dehumanization.

Descriptions of the self do not need to be unique, and are almost always
presented in amalgamations that are sometimes reasonably consistent and other times
inconsistent. For example, the psychological and material self are almost inseparable
when authors limit the psychological to that which has arguably material causes. The
modern and civilized self are often indivisible since civilization can serve as an
expression of modernity’s progress and the psychological self provides a place for the

internalization of restraints (to use Elias’ explanation of civilization.)
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The most common assumption of self during the period of time examined is
psychological. Rose makes a similar claim. “Over the past half century, in the liberal,
democratic, and capitalist societies of what we used to call the West, the stewardship of
human conduct has become an intrinsically psychological activity” (81). To accept
Rose’s statement is not to argue that every aspect of the psychological subject is new to
the twentieth century. It has obviously been the case that the subject has been perceived
with inner depth, emotion, will, mentality, and innumerable other psychologically
defined attributes throughout history. But the context of psyche and its meaning to the
self has changed. With that change, every aspect of the psychological self changes.
Where is the change? If it is true that the understanding of self as psychological changes
with the introduction of Freudian ideas, especially that the self is motivated by
psychical influences with comprehensible (even if not yet fully comprehended) causes
and effects, then it is also true that the view of the psychological self as autonomous is
inevitably affected even though autonomy has been significant in relation to the human
subject at least since Descartes, and arguably long before. It is not necessary to assume
that the public view of self somehow theoretically or practically resolves this dispute. In
fact, as it turns out, this conflict is significantly present throughout the material
examined, and substantially unresolved. It is simply important to understand the starting
point for using the description of the self as psychological.

Determinism in this work is set opposite to autonomy. Materialistic determinism
is the view that material influences are the cause behind a given action or behavior.
Psychological determinism is the view that psychical influences determine the behavior
of the psychological self. Its opposition to autonomy is obvious. B.F. Skinner’s

behaviorism provides a perfect example of determinism as it is used in this work:

An experimental analysis shifts the determination of behavior from autonomous
man to the environment—an environment responsible both for the evolution of the
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species and for the repertoire acquired by each member. Early versions of
environmentalism were inadequate because they could not explain how the
environment worked, and much seemed to be left for autonomous man to do. (205)

Where autonomy may recognize external influences of all kinds, none are absolute. The
determined self is subject to modernity’s explanations. The autonomous self is aporetic.

The identified self is closely related to what Taylor calls the self’s location in
moral space. Hc contrasts Locke’s self in which self-awareness is essential with his own
description of self. “But it is not at all what I have been calling the self, something
which can exist only in a space of moral issues” (49). Taylor’s argument is that the self
exists as an identity only in certain contexts. The “I” is an “American” or a “Baptist” or
a “Smith,” to give a few examples. So in this work the identified self is the self defined
by its context, whether familial, national, racial, or other. One form of the identified self
is the parochial self. Parochial is used because of its broad association with regional
elitism. Nationalism is a form of parochialism. But so is racism. In other words,
parochialism is elitism based on a particular self-identity.

The contrasting tendency to comprehend all of humanity in a single milieu is
universalism. It includes a corollary expectation of moral intervention at an
international level, or internationalism. Such a demand is not without controversy, and
was certainly not presumed at the end of WW II. The lengths to which Raphael Lemkin
had to go (importunately presenting to UN officials the cause of a declaration against
genocide with international ramifications) testifies so. Michael Ignatieff acknowledges

the intrinsic limitations, (or predictable opposition,) to universalism:

This paradox defines the divided consciousness with which we have lived with the
idea of human rights ever since. We defend human rights as moral universals in the
full awareness that in a place like Kosovo moral universals are unlikely to stay the
hands of those bent on massacre and deportation. But we have lived with this
knowledge since the Holocaust. (58-59)

The place for conflict is present from the start. Universalism is often presented as a

good without need for explanation. It is the foundation for certain moral arguments.
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Immediately following WW II it is strongly related to civilization’s development and
expansion, and therefore to civilization. Obviously then the civilized self in such
discourse recognizes commonality among all of humanity.

Modernity stems from the Enlightenment and rationalism and presumes
optimism and perfectionism. Because it is built on the progress of humanity’s
comprehension of things, the term “incrementalism” is also associated with it. If Karl
Popper’s works advocate modernity and incrementalism, Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure
of Scientific Revolutions opposes it. Peter Novick describes modernity as it is used in
this work (although without specific reference to the term.) “(More generally, the
pessimistic worldview now so fashionable didn’t derive from the Holocaust. The first
post-Holocaust decades in America were notably cheerful and forward-looking. It was
later, when Americans for various reasons took a bleaker view of life, that it became
common to cite the Holocaust as justification for such a view)” (242). Modernity may
provide the most dominant context of self in the literature examined.

Civilization is another important context in which the self is constantly
described. There is no single standard of civilization in the discourse material examined.
(Such a case is why the inductive approach to definitions is important.) Most often
civilization is defined in the material by the terms that turn up in contrast to it. For a
more helpful starting point, Elias’ definition works as well as any. Elias’ self-described
task in The Civilizing Process is to relate how modes of behavior now called civilized in
Western cultures came to be recognized as such. The second section of his book,
originally a separate monograph, concludes with his summary of the meaning of the
term, “civilized.” “Precisely this is characteristic of the psychological changes in the
course of civilization: the more complex and stable control of conduct is increasingly

instilled in the individual from his earliest years as an automatism, a self-compulsion
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that he cannot resist even if he consciously wishes to” (445). Again, it is not the purpose
of this work to challenge or confirm Elias’ definition. Most authors in the discourse
studied use the term without any apparent awareness of his definitions. But this paper
does, with Elias’ claims as a starting point, examine what is assumed by the word
“civilized” as authors use it, how that usage relates to assumptions of human agency,
and whether Elias’ standard holds up as a reasonable understanding of civilization’s
meaning.

Finally, it is important to briefly clarify the term “telos.” There is no argument
for a single, overarching telos in this work. But there are repeated references to teloi and
teleology. For instance, because modernity is progressing to an end, a telos, it is
essentially teleological. The fact that the self is teleologically defined does not
necessarily imply a single telos. As Foucault points out, there need not be a single form
of human nature which is being targeted in acts of liberation or definition (282). But
there is more to teleology in this work than simply to acknowledge that there is no
single telos, only teloi. It seems clear that every explanation of self has an end, however
broadly defined, toward which progress is made or from which domination (to use
Foucault’s term) prevents advance. Even Richard Rorty cannot avoid teleological

vocabulary (43). Taylor argues that the self is inherently teleological:

My underlying thesis is that there is a close connection between the different
conditions of identity, or of one’s life making sense, that I have been discussing.
One could put it this way: because we cannot but orient ourselves to the good, and
thus determine our place relative to it and hence determine the direction of our
lives, we must inescapably understand our lives in narrative form, as a ‘quest.’ But
one could perhaps start from another point: because we have to determine our place
in relation to the good, therefore we cannot be without an orientation to it, and
hence must see our life in story. From whichever direction, I see these conditions
as connected facets of the same reality, inescapable structural requirements of
human agency. (51-52)

Such teleological assumptions are apparent throughout the public discourse examined in

this work.
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Under scrutiny about the self then are claims of what can be (not just what
should be) expected from moral agents. Since there is no single telos in the literature, it
is predictable that as these claims are exercised, they will inevitably clash at certain
points. Two particular conflicts stand out. The conflict between assumptions of
autonomy and the task of modernity to comprehend human agency is one. The other is
the conflict between identification and universalism. I[dentification is vital to
maintaining traditions including, for example the memory of the Holocaust. It is also
basic to assumptions of modernity rooted in specifically Western civilization’s
expansion and distribution of concepts like liberal individualism throughout the world.
On the other hand, universalism is important if the claims of one group’s tradition or
heritage are to have any sway in another group. Also, some commonly assumed views
need reexamination in the light of public discourse. Two views in particular come under
serious scrutiny when considered in the light of the public descriptions examined in this
work. One is the view that can be worded as the decline of modernity and its
replacement with post-modernity. Such a view of modernity’s decline in public
conceptions is not supported by the material researched here. The other is a corollary of
modernity, and so affects the result of views about the first. The corollary to modernity
is its telos, or the morality it implies. For Maclntyre there is no telos to be associated
with modernity, but instead ultimately criterion-less emotivism (31). The material
studied here indicates however that the inexorable telos of modernity is the human
comprehension of the cosmos, a telos obviously implying moral obligation on the part
of that which has attained modernity toward that which has not. What matters now is

how these terms and relationships play out in the material at hand.
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CHAPTER I

SELF AND MORALITY REVEALED IN
RESPONSE TO THE HOLOCAUST

The primary literature examined in this chapter is from the two years after the
close of WW II. These years are the most insightful and creative for the purposes of this
research due to their proximity to the war itself. During this time journalists and
commentators were vigorously mounting conceptual hurdles to deal with issues they
almost could not believe. Also, though, shortly after the war the attention shifted from
Nazism’s fulfilled evils to Communism’s potential. “Those who initiated the campaign
to admit DPs were, in their concern for the surviving Jewish victims of the Holocaust,
looking backward to WW II. But by the time the campaign got under way, in 1947,
most eyes were turned to the emerging cold war” (Novick 88). (“DPs” are displaced
persons.) So the discourse of the day, with its focus on WW II atrocities and subsequent
re-examinations of subjectivity provide the material for this analysis. First, it is
important to understand why the events of WW II Europe comprised horizons of human
experience and therefore a venue for the study of self. Second, those assumptions of
self—specifically how the literature describes its identity and its psychological or
material makeup—need to be examined. Finally, this chapter relates those conceptions

of self to moral assumptions in the public material researched.

16
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2.1 Postwar literature as crucial discourse
material about self and morality

2.1.1 Horizons of human experience as
perimeters for conceptions of self

The contrast between expectations of humanity based on assumptions of self and
morality and the events of WW II Germany produces a volume of discourse in which
those assumptions are tcsted. Clearly, the kinds of conflicts that produce such discourse
are rampant immediately following the Holocaust and throughout the more than fifty
years since the discovery of Buchenwald, for example. It is not at all the case that
authors need to be aware of these revelations or changes in their writings. In fact, what
may be most interesting is what their phrases, vocabulary, and tropes reveal about their
possibly unexamined or under-examined assumptions about self.

The edges of human experience and of defining humanity are brought together
in a comment by Rebecca West as she reports on a radio interview she heard with an
English officer shortly after the liberation of Buchenwald. “Faintly he said it was
difficult to describe them [his experiences at Buchenwald], because what had gone on in
the camp had had nothing to do with the rest of life. The things he had seen had made it
hard to keep faith in humanity” (22). Her paraphrase of his comments is particularly
important because she parallels the discontinuity between “the rest of life” and “what
had gone on in the camp” with the challenge to “faith in humanity.” The context of the
statement implies not just that assumptions of what humans are like and act like come
into question, but that thoughts about what humans could be or could do have been
threatened. This point is precisely where discourse is most likely to contribute valuably
both to formation of conceptions of self and to understanding contemporary cultural
assumptions about self. Robert Pick, while reviewing a book about the planned murder

of Jewish children in occupied France, moves the discourse about the periphery of
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human experience from the mouth of one Engiish officer to generalizations about

Western culture:

The widespread tendency to disbelieve atrocities (so superbly dealt with in Arthur
Koestler’s recent essay on the subject) yields to a growing disinclination to call
them to mind again—and this exactly at the moment when the sober language of
official records is about to do away with whatever rational doubts were mustered
before in the attempts not to face the whole depravity of man. (34)
Pick starts with minds not wanting to believe that the reports they are hearing about
human behavior could be true. They “disbelieve atrocities.” Then they simply refuse to
think about the acts, presumably because it is too disturbing to their sensibilities,
sensibilities rooted in assumptions about what people are like. But his concluding
remark is what pins the subject to the nature of humanity. In this comment it seems
apparent that Pick is not just alluding to some Calvinistic view of depraved mankind,
but to the very worst of what can be deemed human behavior, “the whole depravity of
man.”
So Nazi-dominated Europe provided a perfect point of conflict and merger for
issues of self. The event pushed people to deal with the previously unthinkable while
the literature produced by this push shaped and was shaped by conceptions of self. This
worst of human experiences (by definition of the contemporary discourse, regardless of
current arguments) brought together two different developments in discourse about
humanity. The first was a transition in defining the acts perpetrated by the Nazis; the
second, a move from well-examined modern era conceptions of self toward still
significantly undocumented contemporary conceptions. Assumptions about self and

morality in literature throughout the rest of the century was altered in both of these

moves.
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2.1.1.1 The transition from murder to genocide

Scholar and international lawyer Raphael Lemkin managed to escape Warsaw
with his brother after the death of the rest of their family at the hands first of the Nazis
then of the Communists. His crusade from that time forward was to introduce the word
“genocide” into the documentation of atrocities committed in Nazi-dominated Europe
and to push the United Nations to sanction genocide everywhere. His crusade has
obviously been successful on both counts. As early as 1946, he emphasized the
significance of the distinction between experiences before WW II and the events from
which he had just emerged. “The last war has focused our attention on the phenomenon
of the destruction of whole populations—of national, racial and religious groups—both
biologically and culturally” (227). His presentation of the issues is transitional and
significant. Lemkin’s arguments comprehend important matters of self because he
encompasses the identity of selves in moral space with their essence. Individuals
subjected to what is now commonly identified as genocide are not only physically
destroyed, but culturally destroyed as well. Lemkin presents his arguments with the
assumption that previous views of moral atrocities such as committed in Poland during
WW II are not adequate. He argues that fundamental changes in ways of thinking about
what is taken from an individual or a group when such acts are committed are

necessary:

Would mass murder be an adequate name for such a phenomenon? We think not,
since it does not connote the motivation of the crime, especially when the
motivation is based upon racial, national or religious considerations. An attempt to
destroy a nation and obliterate its cultural personality we hitherto called
denationalization. This term seems to be inadequate, since it does not connote
biological destruction. (227)

Lemkin’s explanation clarifies the importance of his arguments by claiming that the

only way to deal sufficiently with the breadth of the Nazi actions is to create a new way
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of categorizing (through the word, “genocide”) what he calls their crimes against
humanity. In his reasoning other terms such as “mass murder” and “denationalization”
do not allow for the essential convergence of identity which its deprivation through
genocide has revealed. Biology, spirituality, cultural identity, and citizenship are all
essential to the experiences of humanity which Lemkin wishes to address, but which he
argues could not be adequately represented before the events he has just survived. Of
course, also implied by his arguments is the psychological self, the identification of “the
motivation of the crime.” This kind of pivotal transition, in this case from accepting the
self’s parochial identities as only ancillary to defending their essential importance, is
exactly what any examination of self needs. Lemkin may or may not be correct in his
direct assertions about these issues of self. What is important is that his writing typifies
the transition in thinking and discourse that takes place in the postwar years. So one axis
of transition centers on post WW II commentary because of the sheer magnitude and

unusual nature of that period’s events.

2.1.1.2 The transition from modern to contemporary

Another axis also pivots at the point of the Holocaust and its surrounding events.
The way in which commentators regard modernity is obviously and drastically
challenged. If there is a single point at which the view of modernity as the post-
millennial progression of humanity is ultimately challenged it is the *discovery,”
(perhaps “reluctant acknowledgment” better describes the process of revelation in this
case,) of prison and death camps in Europe just after WW II. The Nation's inclusion of

a speech by Sumner Welles is typical:

The tragic decades through which we have just passed constitute the blackest
period of modern history. Little by little we have seen vanish almost every one of
those standards of international conduct and of humane civilization which had
gradually been built up during preceding centuries. We have seen the entire face of
the earth burst into the mightiest conflagration that peoples have ever known. We
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have seen warfare assume the most frightful guise which mankind has ever yet
devised. But worst of all, we have seen humanity itself sink to its lowest level.
(511)

While it is true, as a few sources below illustrate, that this dissolution is painful, slow,
and incomplete, it is also true that if there is a single moment in the culture at large at
which the concept of the modem self from Descartes forward appears to be abandoned
in favor of what develops along different lines as a truly coniemporary self, it is here.
Welles’ paragraph reveals the significance of the change in concepts. The
incrementalism implicit in modemity is explicit in the remark, “those standards of
international conduct and of humane civilization which had gradually been built up
during preceding centuries.” The shock with which Nazism’s revelation overthrew this
progressive and consummately modern view is apparent in his opening and closing
lines. His “worst of ail” scenarios is the loss of what humanity itself had gained through
modernity.

While it might seem that the death and destruction of WWI would have brought
an end to such modern, progressive views, it is apparent in the discourse following WW

II that the modern mindset during the interwar years had recovered at least somewhat:

That was near enough the truth and we can perhaps congratulate ourselves on our
realism, which is an advance on our easy faith of the nineteen twenties that human
beings were incapable of evil and caused pain to others only under constraint. But
those congratulations had better be withheld if we go on to draw another
conclusion, and identify these evil men with the Nazis, and to assume that the
Buchenwald kind of horror will come to an end because the Nazis have been
defeated by us who, being their enemies, must be virtuous. (West 22)

West points to two new assumptions (in her view) which will affect views of self and
morality. First, there is something about the nature of being human which does not fit
the modern model. And second, whatever that violation of the presumed goodness of
humanity is, it is not unique to the Nazis. Both claims are important in the development
of concepts regarding self: the first because it indicates the need for a new way of

seeing humanity, the second because that new way of seeing humanity will be universal
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(in her use), that is, not unique to the Nazis, Germans, or even Axis powers but true of
all humanity. But perhaps the most interesting line in West’s statement is that “we can
perhaps congratulate ourselves on our realism, which is an advance on our easy faith of
the nineteen twenties....” The realism she wishes to congratulate, which she calls an
advance, contains the degraded view of humanity. It is ironic then that she is not able to
shrug off the notion of the progressive development of mankind even while espousing a
deliberately opposing view. It is important to note, however, that what may appear
logically to be an internal inconsistency is more likely simply a revelation of how
profoundly the modern self influenced discourse in the postwar years even while the

need for a less progressive view could not be ignored.

2.1.2 The postwar years as a horizon
of human experience

The journey from modern to contemporary concepts of self in Western thought
inevitably either begins at, or at least takes its root in, discourse about the Holocaust
period because the events of that time so fundamentally challenge the ways of thinking
that had formerly been taken for granted. “And that brings me back finally to the prison
camps. [ have seen the pictures, I have read the stories. What is it possible to think of
them?” (Strout 15). Richard Lee Strout’s question is not just what to think of the camps,
but what thoughts are possible concerning them. Novick recognizes the importance of

this reference in his 1999 book:

For the political center—on some level for all Americans—the Holocaust has
become a moral reference point. As, over the past generation, ethical and
ideological divergence and disarray in the United States advanced to the point
where Americans could agree on nothing else, all could join together in deploring
the Holocaust—a low moral consensus, but perhaps better than none at all. (13)

It is reasonable to claim that the event against which all other instances of moral

repugnance during the Twentieth Century are measured is the Holocaust of German-
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dominated Europe. And the issues involved are not just significant, but fundamental to
ways of thinking about being human. Civilization, modernity, technology, bureaucracy,
knowledge, sanity, and more—all of the categories that help shape identity, belonging,
purpose, even nature—are brought into question when examining the decade around
WW II. “Its mixture of madness, science, orderliness, and obscenity is characteristic of
the special blend of poison with which Nazism infected mankind” (Gumpert 597). The
consequences of Nazism are characterized as oxymorons only from the perspective of
modemity. It is modernity that posits madness as opposite of science and obscenity as
the opposite of orderliness. Martin Gumpert’s issue seems to be that the formerly
assumed mutual exclusivity no longer holds—that people must begin to understand the
goals and potentialities of humanity in different ways.

Even as Thomas Mann argued for the repentant attitude of Germans—on the one
hand condemning their actions and toleration while on the other hand presenting their
attitudes as penitent—he made it clear that the events of Germany should teach a

universal lesson about what humanity can be, in the negative sense:

Call it the dark potentialities of human nature in general that are revealed here, but
remember that it was Germans, hundreds of thousands of them, who revealed those
potentialities. The world shudders at the sight of Germany. Even the German who
escaped in ample time from the realm of National Socialist leadership, who did not
like to live in the vicinity of these abodes of abomination, did not like to go about
his business in ostensible virtue and pretend to know nothing while the wind
carried the stench of charred human flesh to his nostrils—even this German is
ashamed in the depths of his soul for the things that were possible in the land of his
fathers and his masters. (535)

The question that remains for the discourse immediately following WW II then is what
assumptions or conclusions were abandoned or adopted about the nature of human
being (Rose 18). While some concepts may be overturned explicitly, most will be

questioned, forsaken, or adopted only by inference. It may even be the case that
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conceptions of self explicitly rejected by the discourse are, in reality, just beginning to

be considered as a possibility.

2.1.3 A historiographic note on
the nature of the Holocaust

While it is common practice today to characterize the Holocaust primarily in
terms of Jewish suffering, and perhaps rightly so, the assumption of the days
immediately following the war was different. Peter Novick correctly points to this issue.
There are a variety of reasons why something currently considered such a uniquely
Jewish experience at first did not have that identity. Anti-Semites who favored United
States entrance into the war following Pearl Harbor wanted anything but the impression
that they were somehow focused on rescuing European Jewry. At the same time, Jewish
leaders did not wish to alienate any who advocated entering the war. So descriptions
often numbered Jews as simply among prisoners and displaced persons of many
different racial and ethnic groups as a result of Nazism’s thus universalized offenses.
On the other side of the issue, however, is the simple fact that the first prison camps
overrun by Allied forces were more general political prisoner and prisoner of war
camps such as Buchenwald, rather than the concentration and death camps targeting

Jews specifically.

2.2 Self as conceived and revealed
in discourse about the Holocaust

There are different lines along which the self can be conceptualized: lines, for
instance, of identity, inwardness, or essence. In each of these lines there are points of
departure. Identity can be chronological, geographical, familial, and so on. [nwardness
can be emotional, motivational, experiential, and so on. Composition can be biological,

spiritual, or even economic. Four points are important for the examination of discourse
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which follows. First, the authors may or may not have had the slightest intention of
conveying concepts about self. Their contribution is as significant (perhaps more so)
when they speak from assumptions not even recognized by themselves as when they try
to address the nature of human being specifically. Second, and obviously following
closely from the first, there is no presumption here that in any certain period, including
the period immediately following WW II, there was agreement among Lhese authors
about what comprised a self. Varying authors may have responded to others’ assertions
about subjectivity or identity with hostility. Their heterogeneity is valuable. The more
varied their approaches, the more fundamental must be their shared assumptions. In
fact, seemingly unrelated accounts of self would contribute even more to the underlying
picture than cooperating or even competing views. Third, (and more about the analysis
than the discourse,) the particular taxonomy used below does not pretend to be uniquely
accurate. The goal is to provide one way of understanding the self as it is presented in
this body of discourse and leads into discourse in the decades that follow. The
interrelationships in each of the conceptions of self described below are as important as
their distinctions. Some of these relationships are significant in the final section of the
chapter, dealing with the teleology of self in the discourse material. Fourth, there need
not be a continuity between the self introduced, reintroduced, or abandoned here and
views of self in following decades. That is, it would not be surprising if a view
introduced in the postwar years is only reluctantly and haltingly adopted into the
mainstream of cultural views. Novick makes a strong case that this halting adaptation of
ideas is exactly what happens following WW I, and it is only reasonable to expect
views of self to follow suit, or more accurately, to demonstrate the same kind of pattern

of adoption.
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2.2.1 The identified self

One of the most important characteristics of self is location in moral space, as
Charles Taylor puts it (49). In this body of discourse, conceptions of that location
appear to divide into three related loci: civilization, modernity, and ethnicity. These
“groups” are more than just ways of categorizing people. They are the instruments by
which any person knows who (or even what) he is, where he is, what is expected of him
and he can in turn expect, in the discourse of that day. When a conception of self

changes, understandings of potential, purpose, and responsibility also change.

2.2.1.1 The civilized self

One of the most important locations by which the Western individual identifies
himself is civilization. That is to say, only the civilized qualify as being in possession of
full humanity. “The way in which men who have plenary power treat those who are in
their hands and helpless is as good a criterion as any of their civilization. We may justly
call the Germans debased because they used their power over prisoners bestially” (Barth
510). The relationship between civilization and human being is clearly assumed in this
passage. What this author, Alan Barth, or others in this time period may have implied
by “civilization” is not as important in this particular section as the fact that he
identifies bestiality with the failure to pass his particular test of civilization. The
overarching assumptions identifying civilization are discussed below. Again, the
supposition is that civilization itself must be in some way overturned, neglected, or at
least tainted by the infusion of activity from those whose behavior excludes them from
it. “The crimes committed by the Nazis and by their accomplices against the Jewish
people are indelible stains upon the whole of our modern civilization” (Welles 511).

But, in the discourse, it is not just that civilization is threatened. The loss of civilization
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is the endangerment of the human race as a whole. Further, without civilization, self is
lost. West’s article cites a now obscure book by Christopher Burney, The Dungeon

Democracy, and evidences this line of thinking:

My interest is to see the world cured of a pestilence which will eventually cause the
destruction of the human race unless a swift cure is found. That pestilence is
inhumanity, and this book is designed simply to give warning of its presence and of
its activity and especially to guard against the fatal tendency to think that it is a
direct offspring of Nazidom and will perish with its father. (24)
Burney’s concern is a twofold revelation of his underlying assumptions about self. The
end of civilized behavior is the end of humanity. And the threat for such an end can
come from anyone or any group inclined to “inhumanity,” by which word he

specifically infers the inhumane treatment of others.

2.2.1.1.1 Acting towards others as civilized humans

As it turns out, the two key ingredients of “civilization” in late 1940’s discourse
about Nazi practices were acting towards others as civilized humans and acting as a
human. The first, acting towards others as members of humanity, is typified in much
writing about the treatment of prisoners, whether Jewish, political, or prisoners-of-war.
First there is obvious contempt for the Nazi treatment of Slavs and Jews, for example.
“It was quite in order for the master race to torture, starve, and exterminate such inferior
creatures as Poles and Russians and stateless European Jews” (Barth 509). Here Barth
loathes the Nazi doctrine of racial superiority and links it directly to their actions toward
others. His argument is that once the Nazis had determined the inferiority of Poles,
Russians, and Jews, it was only natural for their actions to change toward those people
who should have been, by Barth’s assumption, held as members of civilization.

But Barth continues his argument by extending the error of the Nazi’s to his own

nation. In a remarkably consistent and well-thought article, Barth next introduces the
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danger of uncivilized behavior in other countries that consider themselves civilized as

well:

Perhaps the outstanding sample of racist reasoning was offered a couple of weeks
ago by Paul V. McNutt. He remarked in the course of a speech at Chattanooga that
he was in favor of ‘extermination of the Japanese—in toto.” Asked if he meant the
extermination of the Japanese army or of the people, he replied that he referred to
‘the people.” Mr. McNutt, no doubt, thinks of the Japanese as uncivilized. (510)
Obviously Barth’s comments lead to some conclusions important to understanding the
day. Barth apparently uses McNutt’s call for the extermination of the Japanese three
ways. First, explicitly, he compares McNutt’s attitude toward the Japanese with the
Nazi’s attitudes toward “inferior races.” By so doing he mocks McNutt, putting enough
into the statement for the reader to infer that it is in fact the Japanese who are civilized,
while McNutt is barbaric. This inference is important because it still equates civilization
with the just treatment of the civilized. Second, as explicitly as his use of sarcasm will
allow, his condemnation of McNutt’s statement means that he expects civilized people
to accept the Japanese as civilized also, not a common theme in the United States in
1945 but consistent with his goal of raising standards of conduct toward others by
raising opinions toward others. Third, Barth is generally disdaining the concept he is
recognizing. He is arguing that there is no cause (at least none apparent) for regarding
some as inferior members of civilization. In fact, his assumptions seem to point toward
his earlier claim, that the real mark of civilized humanity is the treatment of all other
people with the same respect accorded other civilized people.
This extension of civilized behavior turns still further as other authors deal even
with the treatment of the dead. There is, for instance, the difficulty with which the dead
are distinguished from the near dead in Buchenwald by Charles R. Codman. “There

were fewer there when I was there. I did not count them, but the shelves were still well

filled. Some of them were living human beings, but the majority were almost
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indistinguishable from the corpses we saw in the death cart” (54). His comparison of
corpses and barely living bodies extends beyond the common. He contrasts those still
living but “almost indistinguishable” from corpses with “living human beings.”
Somewhere between health and death there is a point at which, on Codman’s
(admittedly possibly emphatic) view, whatever is left is not a living human being. It is
at exactly this kind of lapse that West cringes. Her contention is that people should be
shocked by the sight of cadavers in a way distinct from their response to living human
beings. “If human beings are not appalled by the difference between living bodies and
corpses they will make living bodies into corpses without compunction, and our race
will perish in a welter of murder” (20). The point for her is clearly about desensitiza-
tion. But her assumption involves an important comment about the obligations of
humans acting towards others as humans, and extending the definitior of humanity as

far as possible in every direction.

2.2.1.1.2 Acting as human

On the other end of the spectrum, and implied by Barth’s issues above, is the
examination of the actors (as opposed to the victims.) Above, the argument includes the
assumption that when others are regarded as less than civilized human beings their
security at the hands of those assumed civilized is dubious. The other side of that issue
is whether anyone who treats others in such ways can be considered worthy of human
identity—whether that person is civilized. While it is certainly possible, and in fact
probably correct, to claim that none in the period immediately following WW II would
argue that Nazi war criminals were not biologically human, it is equally correct, and
perhaps more important, to recognize that many commentators did argue, or at least
imply, that those criminals were not acting as humans in their capacities as tormentors

and executioners. It seems apparent in the discourse of the late 1940’s that civilization,
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with its expectations and taboos, was an assumption in conceptions of self. Because the
self was perceived in the context of civilization, and without moral context the self does
not exist, assaults on the wholeness of Nazi perpetrators as uncivilized and therefore
less than human are revelations about assumptions of self. An individual uncivilized
might be the recipient of biologically human composition, but he certainly was not
acting as a human. Mann argues that surviving victims of the Holocaust have reentered
a world in which humanity’s laws are practiced. “It is a solace to know that these few
have been wrested from the power of their tormentors and returned to the laws of
humanity” (535). The obviously intentional entailment of his statement is that the
victims were not in the hands of humanity while they were in the hands of their German
captors.

There were undoubtedly a variety of estimations of the nature of German
character or identity after their defeat. Those estimations ranged from proud resistance
to abject contrition. Mann’s encouragement is for Germans to admit fully their failure to
identify with humanity during the war years and so return to that identification. He
indicates as much in response to the incitements of a Bishop Galen to regard the Allies
as the enemy (after Germany’s fall.) “Do not, like this ill-advised cleric, regard
yourselves primarily as Germans, but as men and women returned to humanity, as
Germans who after twelve years of Hitler want to be human beings again” (535).

Terms castigating German humanity are ubiquitous in the literature of the time.
They are enflamed rhetorical devices. But they also reveal the frustration of those trying
to put vocabulary to the previously incomprehensible acts of people. When people
regard others as inferior and then act on that regard, they become savages. “One of the
dominant Nazi ideas is the doctrine of German racial supremacy. This doctrine was

used to justify all the hideous acts of savagery within Germany which have lately come
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to light” (Barth 509). When civilized, conscientious mankind sees the behavior of the
Germans, they cannot explain their nature or behavior with terms of the civilized and
“tongued.” So the kind of people who would commit such acts are incommensurate
with humanity. “By its very legal, moral and humanitarian nature, it must be considered
an international crime. The conscience of mankind has been shocked by this type of
mass barbarity” (Lemkin 228). Lemkin’s point is especially important since he not only
verbalizes the severance between civilization and barbarity, but also because he argues
that the “international crime” of Germany is against civilization itself, against the
“conscience of mankind,” and therefore merits the description, “mass barbarity.”
Person-hood and the recognition of self-hood depend in large part on the recognition of
civility. And the recognition of civility hinges significantly on whether actors are acting

as human toward others.

2.2.1.2 The modern self

The popular intellectual discourse of the postwar years addresses a conspicuous
conflict between the desire to continue faith in the historical, incremental growth of
mankind’s nature and the contrasting evidence of Holocaust Europe. This view posits
each person as a part of a progressive, historical development of mankind. Each person
may not be better than those who came before, but he will be part of a modernity which
is necessarily advantaged by its position at the current head of whiggish progress. It
comes as no surprise that a Gestalt type of change in views of the modern world is
provoked by the discovery of Nazi practices. In general, the juxtaposition of Nazi
sterilization programs with what people expected in a rational, modern continent not
only disturbed sensibilities but provoked a reexamination of exactly what they should
expect from modernity. “One would like to read it [a particular account of Nazi

sterilization programs and practices] as a fragment from a dark primeval age. But the
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events it described happened very recently” (Gumpert 597). But such a transformation
of expectations about humane and rational humanity does not come easily. A culture
steeped in Enlightenment hope does not easily relinquish its belief that people are
basically good and that if properly educated, they can overcome all obstacles to human
fulfillment. In cultures where modernity is valued, people want to hold views of
humanity consistent with views of modernity. Assumptions of the Enlightenment
regarding human worth and ability provide such a consistency. American views of
humanity following WW II were no exception, despite a hiatus of optimism on the
immediate heels of Buchenwald’s discovery, for instance. “Every editor will tell you
that ‘horror stories,” whether documentary or fictional, can no longer count on anything
like a general interest. Reconversion to the pleasant belief in the innate goodness of man
is in full swing”™ (Pick 34). Even in the face of blatant and horrific human rights
violations, to use the contemporary term, people in such a culture of modernity
apparently find a way to revert to confidence in the human spirit, which is exactly what
Pick is describing as already happening in September of 1945. Allusions to the
Holocaust in following decades attest to the fact, however, that this “reconversion” does
not remove the seed laid by these and innumerable similar assaults on optimistic views

of man.

2.2.1.3 The political, national, or racial self

Israel Charny’s discussion of personal identification can be parsed into claims
that run in two important directions (xvi—xix). One poses questions of belonging, worth,
and meaning for each person in terms of the group with which he identifies. The other
poses questions of isolation from and therefore responsibility (or actually the lack
thereof) toward groups from which the person separates himself. In the former case,

conceptions of who he is and what he does will be developed from this identification.
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But such developments will include more detail: how he became who he is, how he
achieved what he has, what he will be and do if he becomes fully what his identitied
group projects as complete, or what others or other groups project onto him as an
individual or them as a group.

In the case of the latter, recent arguments include the premise that the more
grounded in familial identity a person is in early development, the more likely he is to
develop a sense of responsibility toward other groups, and eventually all of mankind
(Charny). This universalism, the appeal for all people to recognize their commitment as
members not simply of a national group, but as members of humanity generally, has
grown since Holocaust Europe to the point that the formerly (apparently) solid line of
division between national autonomy and intervention on behalf of international human
rights violations has been blurred, if not elided altogether.

The importance of this sense of identity, within the context of some kind of
governmental (in the broad, not necessarily nationalist sense) or cultural heritage, is
apparent in the discourse following WW II. Two particularly important crises arise in
this area of self in the wake of the Holocaust and the overthrow of Nazi rule. Most
obviously, Jewish identity faces a critical moment. Despite the traditional view that
persecution has only strengthened Jewish identity throughout history, there is during
this period a significant challenge to the essential nature of being Jewish. In some cases
individuals and families retrench in their tradition. But in other cases it is apparent that

the commitment to Jewish-ness, whether viewed traditionally or racially, wanes:

The effect of persecution has been to drive the survivors to extremes: either they
have become Jews in a more positive sense than ever before, or they have decided
to lose their identity as Jews. [. . .] Day after day in the Journal Officiel one finds
columns of notices of Cohens and Levys who have changed their names to Dumont
and Bontemps. (Levin 75)
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The contrast between this “take-it-or-leave-it” Jewish-ness and the racial essence of the
Jewish person prerequisite to past pogroms and the Holocaust itself is unmistakably
important. Most importantly, though, it reveals an underlying sentiment allowing for the
recognition that racial and traditional identifications can be—may be—arbitrarily or
culturally constructed. The fact that the will of the Jew to entrench as a Jew or to
dismiss his Jewish-ness is a topic at all is a significant issue for the meaning of self in
the post-war years, not only among Jews, but among any who read these changes as
something more than simply the adjustment of public records.

Novick argues that Jewish identity is at the core of a dilemma during and just
after the war years. On one hand there is the desire to have the Jewish plight recognized
and uniquely associated with Jewish-ness. “But insofar as Jewish identity could be
anchored in the agony of European Jewry, certification as (vicarious) victims could be
claimed, with all the moral privilege accompanying such certification” (9). On the other
hand, there is during the war, and as a carryover after the war, a desire to universalize

the purpose of entering the conflict:

There was another reason for not emphasizing Hitler’s ‘war against the Jews’: to
sidestep the claim that America’s struggle with Germany was a war for the Jews.
The claim that American Jews were dragging the country into a war on behalf of
their brethren in Europe was a staple of prewar isolationist discourse. (Novick 27)
In these statements Novick recognizes a conflict that serves as a significant backdrop
for subjectivity. Is Jewish-ness essential to identity or not? Is the victim status essential
to identity or not? The issue here is not in answer to those questions, but in the
observation that the questions are asked.
On the other side of discourse in this same domain is the issue cf German

identity. Both German and Jewish identities experience pressure from two sides

following the war. As the quote above illustrates, there is an unquestionable pressure to
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relinquish Jewish-ness in favor of, most likely, security and acculturation. But at the
same time there is a drive to preserve and even exalt Jewish-ness in spite of all past and
potential opposition, evidenced in one part by the early demands for a Jewish homeland.
German identity is similarly skewed. On one hand there is shame about perpetrating and
tolerating the acts unveiled following the war, as well as a sense of embarrassment
about losing the war at all after the fervor over German technical, bureaucratic, and
economic superiority so thoroughly foisted on nationalist pride before and during the
war. But on the other hand, there is at least an appeal from those who opposed Nazism
and its consequences for Germans not to give up their identity as Germans just because
they have lost the war. “Power is lost, but power is not everything. It is not even the
main thing. And German greatness was never a matter of power. It was once German
and may be German again to win respect and admiration by the human contribution, by
the power of the sovereign spirit” (Mann 535). Mann implies the importance of the
German national identity (of selves) by separating that identity from the brute strength
imposed by the Third Reich and associating it instcad with characteristics of the
fulfilled individual, a fulfillment of self specifically separated from the nature of
German nationalism, or at least German National Socialism. There is a turnaround.
Instead of selves finding identification through national German power, German
national identity is found, in Mann’s argument, through the exercised power of “the
sovereign spirit.” Of course, there is a sense in which this liberal individualism is not a
new development at all. Wilhelm von Humboldt certainly advocates a view of self and
fulfillment focused on such an individualism in his earliest works. Not only is
Humboldt focused on such a shift in views of the individual, but in the government’s
responsibility which can only be fulfilled by not interfering with the full development of

the individual. But there is another sense in which this view of what it means to be a
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complete human is a new development. Nikolas Rose argues convincingly for this
development (101-115). Rose’s contention is that the contemporary regime of the self
has developed along psychological lines precisely because of the transition typified by
the implication of Mann’s statement above. That is, the desire of government to nurture
the independent psychological development of subjects necessarily without coercion
indicates a different and developing view of both humanity and psychology. While this
specific subject is mentioned below, it is important here since it is not uncommon for
such a psychological self to appear woven together with German national identity in
this Western postwar discourse.

Another tie between the individual and his identity within a national and
governmental setting relates to observing nations, including those eventually brought

into the war:

For we and our governments, to which we have intrusted power during these years
between the Great Wars, cannot shake off the responsibility for having permitted
the growth of world conditions which made such horrors possible. The
democracies cannot lightly attempt to shirk their responsibility. No recompense can
be offered the dead. (Welles 511)
His argument does not condemn the government and recognize citizens separately. His
claim is that “we and our governments” bear a responsibility for the events of
persecution in Europe. For Welles, personal responsibility follows with national
identity. Welles goes on to argue the responsibility of democratic nations to provide for
the refugees of war. “The great powers must press for the success of such negotiations.

By doing so they will provide the best assurance that a just, and a final, solution will be

found” (512).
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Commentary following the war also sometimes portrays class identification as

significantly as race and nationality:

Most people’s morale is supported by the corset of their social prestige and rank
and status. Strip those corsets off and they sag. They lose all self-respect and the
proletarians look at them with contempt. You want examples? Well, the SS gave us
a brothel in 1942, fourteen girls from another camp. The secret camp committee
decided to put it out of bounds for all politicals, but some of the upper-class people
paid their two marks and soon they were fighting for the girls and stealing in order
to give them presents. It was the same with the 200 Polish boys. That was the sort
of thing which made the proletarians say that the bourgeoisie have no self-respect
when you take off their corsets. (Crossman 123)
It is difficult to decide which inference to take from this statement. There is an
inclination to take the source of Crossman’s quote, a former political Buchenwald
prisoner identified only as K—, directly. That is, there is reason for understanding the
source’s statements as a repudiation of the essence of class to humanity. When class is
stripped away the prisoners appear equal, at least in basic appetites. But there is another
option, and probably a more thorough inference from the source’s words. If the
behavior of the camps is debased and tending to bestiality, then Crossman’s real point,
or at least the underlying assumption of his choosing this particular statement for
quotation, is that without the “corset of their social prestige and rank and status” a

significant part of their humanity, including self-respect, is gone.

2.2.2 The psychological self
2.2.2.1 The therapeutic self

One hallmark of contemporary views of self is the therapeutic. Since at least
Rieff’s 1966 treatise on the subject, it has been common to discuss self in terms of
psychological and ethical autonomy. A complete self is one capable of self-regulation,
self-motivation, self-examination, and self-fulfillment; one capable of functioning as an

individual within a liberal democracy without outside intervention (at least apparently
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and ideally.) Or, more precisely, a mature self is one capable of balancing effectively
what Rieff calls controlling and releasing influences in the culture and in the individual.
Basic to this therapeutic self is the psychological wholeness of the individual. Foucault
and Rose present impressive cases for regimes of the self designed to produce exactly
this sense of wholeness through governments and structures of expertise and
administration. These emphases presuppose a competent psychological self, a status
stripped of Holocaust survivors in much postwar literature.

What provides from one perspective the ability to maintain sanity and hope is
from a different perspective a refusal to fully face substantial realities. “Of all the
survivors I talked to, none was without a story of sisters, brothers, mother, father gone,
and yet none ever said these loved ones were dead unless he had actually seen them
killed” (Levin 74). This psychological description of Jewish Holocaust survivors (the
focus of Levin’s article) can be taken different ways. Focus on denial and the difficulty
of dealing with familial loss point to the fractured psyche of survivors. But it is also
possible, and Levin does this, to focus on the universality of the psychological game of
denial and its positive evidences. Either way, what makes the observations interesting
coming from Levin is their appeal to something of a universally psychological human
nature, the therapeutic value of that nature in individuals, and Levin’s own place in the
historical debate over the nature of the Holocaust as either a universal or specifically
Jewish tragedy. Levin continues his observations in the same article. “There are certain
facts so massive that the human mind for a long time rejects them, and this has
happened with the story of European Jewry. The survivors themselves, after living these
years within the massacre, don’t believe their own knowledge of its completeness” (74).
Levin is clearly and deliberately locating the Jewish response to the Holocaust squarely

within human norms, particularly psychological norms. In Levin’s analysis, a part of the
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victimization of the persons involved in moral tragedies is the loss of their therapeutic
wholeness. (It is this same Meyer Levin who proposes his adaptation of Ann Frank’s
diary as the only properly Jewish stage version. He argues against the gentile adaptation
which went on to commercial success on stage and ultimately on film.) The concern for
therapeutic wholeness is significant, especially as it develops in later decades. Rose

describes its importance in 1996:

And for those selves unable to conform to the obligations of the free subject,
unable to choose or anguished by the choices they have made, dynamic and social
therapies offer technologies of reformation consonant with the same political
principles, institutional demands, and personal ideals. They are mainly supplied by
free choice in the market. They are legitimated in terms of their truth or their
efficacy rather than their morality. And they promise to restore the subject to
autonomy and freedom. Government of the modern soul thus takes effect through
the construction of a web of technologies for fabricating and maintaining the self-
government of the citizen. (79)

While Rose’s specific concern is with the role of government in relation to conceptions
of self, he establishes significant claims about subjectivity itself along the way. In post
war literature, one way to present the suffering of the Jews in a universal light is
psychologically, revealing cultural assumptions similar to those from which Rose
draws. Yet always in the background of these universalizations, and not too far back, is
the urge to maintain the specific identity of those who suffered. Psychological claims
are even employed by Welles as he argues specifically for a Palestinian “National

Jewish Homeland”:

[ firmly believe, and I am confident that enlightened public opinion throughout the
United Nations will also maintain, that one of the immediate responsibilities to be
assumed by the international organization, as soon as it is established, must be the
carrying out of effective plans to take care of the refugees who have been driven
from their homes by Nazi persecution, so that they may be afforded the opportunity
of living out their lives in safety and happiness. (511)

Welles assumes safety and happiness suffice as common denominators for the purpose

of determining the course of postwar activities. As long as Jewish refugees were forced
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to live without the prospect of safety and happiness, they could not be whole. Such
qualities typify circumstances of normality and wholeness. West’s commentary on the
report of the English officers about Buchenwald contains the same kind of assumptions.
“A— B— represented the reaction of normality to Buchenwald. That could not be said
of X— Y—. He was not mad; he was not to the faintest degree mentally affected. [. . .]
To the day of his death there will be a strangeness about him, though he belongs to the
least strange type of Englishman” (21). While West’s description is deliberately
enigmatic, it does still assume a value in psychological normalcy and its deprivation in
the victim of Buchenwald. In fact, a reasonable inference is that she intends for her
description of X—Y— to reflect poetically her reading of his person after the war, a
person permanently impacted and even impaired, though not insane, by his experiences.
He is a victim of the war. Although the terms are not yet pointed to this purpose, he has
lost his therapeutic wholeness.

Novick argues in his chapter on the postwar years that the titles given to those
who escaped the Holocaust with their lives ranged from DP’s (displaced persons) to
New Americans, obviously depending on many variables. However, he also remarks on
the later development of “victim” as the standard description of anyone who survived
the Holocaust, particularly Jewish survivors.

Although most of this section on the therapeutic and psychological self is
focused on statements about victims, there is also evidence of the therapeutic self in
descriptions of actors and even bystanders. One article by William Lynch points out this

psychological factor in both groups with particular detail and clarity:

There is something in the nature of man, a factor perhaps meant to preserve his
sanity, that steels him rapidly to the acceptance of horror and pain after the initial
shock. The old story of the ancient Chinese mandarin who by taking each day a
small but increasing dose of poison made himself immune, is somewhat parallel to
the point. The human mind can be brought very easily to a stage where it will be
untouched by the gruesome, when in order to be stirred by evil things it must see
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only those more horrible than the last. It can be desensitized to such an extent that
it becomes brutalized. Already in too many instances the involuntary gasp
accompanying the first sight of the atrocity pictures has changed to a mere tsch-
tsch. This brutalization could be the most bitterly ironical victory for the enemy.
(14)
Several of Lynch’s statements bear comment and shed light on conceptions of self,
especially the psychological and therapeutic self. His claims are universal. They are
about “somcthing in the naturc of man” and “thc human mind.” His argument is not
about something unique to a race, or appearing in some people but not others. His claim
is that there is something present in the makeup of man that cauterizes his psyche from
too much “horror and pain.” He even compares the process to the pharmaceutical (albeit
mythical) example of developing an immunity to physical poison. The most interesting
turn in Lynch’s statement is the inversion in this comparison. While it seems reasonable
to infer that developing an immunity to poison is positive, it is clear throughout this
article that Lynch is strongly critical of the immunity being developed as a result of
increasing exposure to the atrocities of WW II. Specifically, he is presenting one side of
a written forum in answer to the question, “Should We Exploit the Atrocity Stories?”
He answers “no” with this article. So while he explicitly repudiates the psychological
process he interprets as happening in response to the atrocity stories, he implicitly and
probably unknowingly presents the nature of the human psyche as a therapeutic device.
To clarify: since his claims are universal in nature his argument serves as a revelation of
developing cultural assumptions about the nature of the human psyche. Later in the
same article Lynch’s vocabulary reveals how essential his claims are to the nature of
humanity. “But one look at the hard-jawed and unashamed German civilians whose
pictures are now coming over the telephoto lines is enough to make us fear the

dehumanizing effect of exposure to mass brutality” (15). He describes something like a

vortex of dehumanization. Not only are the atrocious acts brutal, but the developing
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insensitivity as a result of exposure to the brutality is dehumanizing. There is also an
obvious point of conflict in his discourse. In Lynch’s terms, the thing typical of
humanity (“something in the nature of man”) is producing a “dehumanizing effect.”
Lynch does not reconcile this contradiction in terms. In fact, from the tenor of the
article it is safe to say he does not recognize it. Yet it would be rash to accuse him of
not writing intelligently or not thinking through his arguments. There are things about
dealing with the aftermath of the Holocaust which juxtapose incompatible conceptions.
Lynch assumes that a mitigated emotional or visceral response to the suffering of others
is bad. He therefore concludes that exposure to the atrocities of the war should be
minimal. What is interesting about Lynch’s statements is that they were made in June of
1945. Lynch’s observations of the waning emotional responses of crowds to “atrocity

pictures” were published only one month after the German surrender.

2.2.2.2 The responsible self
2.2.2.2.1 Choice and responsibility

Another facet of the psychological self is responsibility. Questions of choice and
responsibility are so pervasive in arguments regarding immorality and evil in the
aftermath of WW II that the immorality of any who actively participated in the
decision-making leading to genocidal practices is assumed while great pains are taken
to expand responsibility to those less actively involved in the process. Arguments rose
in later years to rationalize or explain these choices as more than simply reflections of
free will. Zygmunt Bauman is probably the best example of these efforts. Among the
most important of his claims is that bureaucratization allowed individuals in the Third
Reich to perform their particular task without facing or necessarily realizing

responsibility for the product of the bureaucracy. But for reporters and scholars in the
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postwar years such isolation due to technologization was not a considered option, at
least not yet. Those who did examine the separation of individual acts and actors from
the nature of evil shortly thereafter, such as Hannah Arendt in 1963, found less of a
justifiable explanation in favor of the actors than a new way of seeing and
understanding evil, including being more wary of apparent banality. The point is that
authors of the day commonly ascribed the motivation behind the evils that had taken
place before and during the war to what is today derogatorily called folk psychology.
Included in that assumption is a person with a will whose choices are influenced by his
beliefs and attitudes. As obvious and commonsensical as such a folk psychological
approach might seem, its imbedded-ness in American culture is both somewhat unique
and important. “But modern Western societies are unusual in construing the person as
such a natural locus of beliefs and desires, with inherent capacities, as the self-evident
origin or actions and decisions, as a stable phenomenon exhibiting consistency across
different contexts and times” (Rose 22). The question with which commentators were
grappling during this time was whether that will is independent although influenced by
circumstances, or if its decisions are determined by its circumstances. The question may
not have been new, but confrontation with the Holocaust and new ideas of
psychological causes put it in an entirely new light. The circumstances influencing the
will could vary from education to chemical factors, but the fundamental issue was the

same. Lemkin’s plea for accountability begins with this kind of personal responsibility:

The liability for genocide should rest on those who gave and executed the
orders, as well as on those who incited to the commission of the crime by whatever
means, including formulation and teaching of the criminal philosophy of genocide.
Members of governments and political bodies which organized or tolerated
genocide will be equally responsible. (230)

But Lemkin quickly moves to expand that responsibility beyond the most actively

involved participants to those who formulated and taught the “criminal philosophy of
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genocide.” And these inclusions are not just responsible, but “equally responsible.” The
point for this section is responsibility is all measured in comparison to the moral

accountability, or assumed free moral agency, of the primary actors.

2.2.2.2.2 Passive responsibility

As postwar commentators sought to expand responsibility bevond the most
directly involved, they first looked to the people who in their estimation had turned a
blind eye on the victimization that transpired around them. Levin, part of an American
Jewish population which would face its own crises of passive responsibility, implies the
responsibility of the German population, for example, through his description of the
motivations of those who suffered through and survived the European slaughter of
Jews. “No, they could not imagine going back to live among the people who had let this
be done to them” (75). Speaking of the refugees of the war, and pointing toward an
argument for the establishment of a Jewish national homeland, he justifies what he
perceives as a reluctance to trust neighbors who did not intervene when they should
have. They are the people who “let this be done to them.” Not only is the self capable of
making decisions (i.e., either possessing or comprised of a will), but in the description
of Levin, the self is responsible for making choices. Not to choose to intervene is
wrong. The implication of Levin’s reasoning, which is emblematic of many
commentators during this time, is that will is not just present in the individual, but
essential and active. By holding such a neighbor responsible, Levin reveals that he
cannot conceive of a person who is not acting out of a choice.

Strout’s article, which answers Lynch’s in the Saturday Review forum about
exploiting atrocity stories, more plainly asserts this assumption about will and choice.
First, Strout establishes his belief that the Germans have only demonstrated through

Nazism the tendencies of mankind as a whole:
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I do not think the German people, or even the Nazis alone, are indicted by these
pictures of prison camps which Mr. Lynch would prefer to treat so gingerly. I think
it is a trait of mankind, here shown in its ultimate historical example, that is
indicated, and that here offers an object lesson almost as solemn for us in America
as for the Reich itself. [ say, show these pictures. (16)
Mankind is indictable. But why? What is it that causes Strout to spread the
responsibility for German actions to all of mankind? “So far as [ am concerned [ come
back again and again to this fact. It is the ability of mankind to close its eyes. These
things were happening all around them, but the average neat German family—close-
knit, affectionate, patriotic—wouldn’t see” (15-16). Strout quickly eliminates the
possibility of innocuously passing off his claims on the bulk of humanity by drawing
attention to a single, typical (in his eyes) German family. He is emphatic. It is not that
the German family did not or could not see. It is that they would not see. Will and
choice are involved.

Another interesting conflict rises here, this time between the therapeutic value to
mankind of being able to “close its eyes” but the moral responsibility of opening them.
The similarity between Strout’s description here and Lynch’s earlier comments bears
mentioning. Both condemn passivity on the part of observers. But both also begin their
comments with descriptions that imply something good about the mechanisms that
provide for that passivity. For Lynch it is “a factor perhaps meant to preserve his sanity,
that steels him rapidly to the acceptance of horror and pain after the initial shock.” For
Strout it is “the ability of mankind to close its eyes.” Strout does not ascribe this ability
to an individual, or to a choice, but to something in the nature of mankind. Neither
author attempts to reconcile the conflict. It is most likely true, based on the tenor of the
articles, that neither recognizes the conflict in their own writing. But the opposition

speaks volumes about well-established and developing views of self in their world. In

their attempt to convince the culture they perceive, they conclude their arguments with
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an appeal to something that can be taken for granted, that people are comprised of a will
and responsible for what they do with it. But they do not begin with that assumption.
Each begins with a recognition of influences perhaps not yet accepted culturally, or
even in their own opinions, but which cannot be ignored in the light of behavior which
simply does not add up as no more than the evil choices of extremely evil people. Each
begins with some kind of mechanism, in these cases, a psychological/therapeutic
mechanism, which allows them to approach the subject rationally. They are attempting
to answer the question, “what could have caused people to do these things?” But they
know that they cannot conclude with anything that will exclude or even diminish the
responsibility of the actors. So they rephrase the question as, “what could have caused
people to choose these things?” Although the second question does not resolve the
impending public controversy or thoroughly analyzed philosophical question, it does
give them a rhetorical way out of the issue in the public discourse. In one breath they
are able to claim that some universal human attribute caused them to act this way. And
in the next breath they revert to language that depends on an understood free will in
order to have its full impact.

It is not at all the point that Lynch or Strout thought through these issues, or that
they were demonstrating ignorance or hypocrisy by avoiding such a reconciliation or
resolution of ideas. In the light of some fairly simple philosophical and analytical tools,
it is apparent that these two authors similarly follow what will end up being separate
rhetorical curves. That is, they pursue the evidences which determinism dictates, in
whatever form it may take, to establish the mechanisms that influence humanity. Then
they follow folk psychological claims to draw their conclusions. The fact that their
discussions unite at the cusp of these issues is a revelation about issues coming to a

head in public discourse immediately following the war.
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2.2.3 The material self

There is little doubt that the American public mindset following the war did not
regard the self materially. Psychological, social, and spiritual descriptions are pervasive.
Material descriptions are sparse, and mostly presented in a condemnatory light as
authors comment on perceived Nazi views. Such views include the biological self, (for
example, the reproductive, and the racially/genetically determined,) and the economic

self, the only material self portrayed in positive terms in all of the discourse examined.

2.2.3.1 The biological self

Of course, ethical values are among the most difficult of issues to address when
self is taken materially. It is difficult to distinguish between insidious and banal, or even
between evil and good, when the only way to describe anyone’s action is as the result of
forces in a system where causes are only materially described. On the most difficult side
of the issue, the things that motivate murder also motivate nurture. But closer to the
issue of the postwar years, the point is that the things that motivate genocide also
motivate racism. As easy as that statement is to accept in contemporary culture, it is a
difficult tenet for postwar America, but one that certain authors are quick to embrace
and proclaim. The battle in public discourse after the war is not about whether the
limits, motivations, purposes, and nature of humanity is fundamentally biological or
material. But the difficulty of handling such an ostensibly moral issue with claims that
seem dependent on a materialist/biological self does surface. The claims by authors who
recognize this conflict make for some of the most didactic, even pedantic, rhetoric

following the war:

Now, strangely and ironically, we are beginning ourselves to interpret this savagery
in racist terms. Some people in reacting to recently disclosed German war crimes
attribute them directly to defects in German genes. Here we have the typical Nazi
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confusion between race and nationality; the assumption of German racial
inferiority is as unintelligent as the Nazi doctrine of racial supremacy.
This sort of thinking was implicit in a recent statement by Representative Ed
Izac of California, a member of the House committee which will inspect prison
camps in Germany. The German atrocities, he told a reporter, could not be laid
solely at the door of the Nazi system or of Hitler. Rather, he said, they were the
result of something innate in the German people. (Barth 509)
The innate-ness in Izac’s description of the motivation behind “German” behavior
reveals the tendency to materialize explanations. That tendency has obvious roots, as
Barth attests, in racism throughout history, including strongly in the United States. But
there is also something new about it based on the technological and scientific claims
that came from the Third Reich. On one hand, it seems only appropriate that Nazi
claims of Aryan genetic superiority turn back on them after the war. Those who live by
the sword die by the sword. But on the other hand, the adoption, (or really, furtherance,
since racism is already firmly established in American culture,) of rhetorical tools based
on genetic and material, technologized and scientified claims about human nature
requires an examination similar to Lynch’s earlier claim that the Nazis, while losing the
war physically, may have won the war through the desensitization and brutalization of
those exposed to mass-barbarity. “There is a school of thought that accepts these
sickening discoveries as final crushing evidence of something cruel in the German soul.
To me this seems preposterous. [. . .] Those who accept the sinister theory of German
racial corruption are borrowing it right out of Nazism itself” (Strout 15). The point of
these particular citations is not that the self is or is not material, a fairly useless question
since the study of self is an examination of cultural conceptions. The point is that post-
war authors are struggling with the emergence of a view of self which offers much

sought after explanatory power for observers at every level, but which excludes the easy

moralization associated with a spirit or soul.
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When the philosophical reduction is performed on humankind, the typical result
is a material self. Most discourse following the war in which the human is described in
reduced form is scathing commentary on supposed Nazi beliefs and practices, and it is
always negative. Gumpert provides an example of this kind of commentary as he
condemns the practice of sterilization by citing the whole of a letter from an
unidentified author from Amsterdam outlining such practices there during the war. “He
announced that if a Jew married to a Gentile would agree to be sterilized, he, or she,
need no longer wear the Jewish star, and his capital, confiscated as Jewish, would be
given back to him” (597). Gumpert clearly cites the letter to reveal Nazi practices.
While he obviously abhors the system of beliefs that leads to such practices, he presents
this material precisely because he wants those beliefs to be seen and rejected. The letter
he cites presents a case in which Jewish-ness is strictly tied to physical reproduction. A
man is identified as a Jew if he is able to have children. If he forfeits, through
sterilization, the ability to have children then he is no longer identified as a Jew. The
letter goes on with a specific example to make this biological identification even

clearer:

Eugen B—, born in 1906, owner of a big laundry in Arnheim, born a Jew, baptized
a Catholic, married to a Catholic woman, father of three sons, was notified that his
factory would be confiscated and he would be deported unless he agreed to be
sterilized. He therefore “volunteered” for the operation. The sterilization, in his
case, was followed by severe depression and inferiority feelings; so he decided in
November, 1945, to undergo a new operation to obtain—if possible—restoration of
his sexual functions. (598)

A change of religion would not change the Jew’s identity; neither would marriage, or
the decision and effort to raise children as Catholics. But sterility would do more than
secure his property. He would no longer have to wear the yellow star, and the property
taken from him would be returned. Of course it is true that different factors play a part

in the Nazi practice so described. There is the desire to eliminate posterity which might
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or might not follow the father’s religion. There is the opportunity for experimental
medical practice on victims with no apparent means of cultural, political, or legal
redress. But those are not the emphases of this letter or its depiction of Nazi practices,
and presumably not of Gumpert either. The emphasis here is on the perceived Nazi
belief that a Jew who could no longer reproduce Jewish children need no longer be
identified as a Jew at all. This identification is particularly interesting because even the
economic motive, the ability to claim the Jew’s property for one or more Aryans, is
removed since property is returned upon sterilization. Also, experimental or purely
sadistic medical practices are not part of the letter’s picture. “Dr. Meyer had announced
further that if Professor Rogholt would certify the infertility of one of the partners in a
mixed marriage, an operation would not be necessary. Professor Rogholt had accepted
his professorship from the Nazis and was much criticized for this, but he used his
position to help many people by falsely certifying them as sterile” (597). Existing
sterility, once properly certified, was sufficient. The fact that sterilization was only an
option for Jews married to Gentile spouses, (and not for Jewish couples, for instance,
with no children) does introduce some vagueness into the picture. Nevertheless, while
the view introduced in this letter is not purely material, it certainly is based on physical
and biological conceptions, and so requires a mention as part of the foundation for

discourse regarding similar discourse in following decades.

2.2.3.2 The economic self

The self as a political/economic unit appears in American discourse about the
war primarily in the form of the dislocation and relocation of Holocaust refugees. As
Welles engineers his view of a national homeland for Jews, he speaks primarily in
economic terms. “By the proper utilization of these resources, many hundreds of

thousands of additional persons can profitably be assimilated into the body politic of
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Palestine™ (512). For Welles, profitability is the key to assimilation. While it may seem
obvious that economic limitations be discussed in such a context, and that Welles is
being nothing more than pragmatic, the introduction of persons and potential in a
strictly economic light is worth noting. “But certainly upon one point [ am confident,
and that is that should the international organization, as [ so earnestly hope, establish an
international trusteeship over Palestine, the number of Jewish immigrants permitted
entry into Palestine would in the future be limited solely by the capacity of the land
profitably to take care of them” (512). Admittedly only tipping his hat to such concerns,
Welles’ statements are as close as any in this strain of discourse to portray the economic

self.

2.3 Teleology in the discourse

As Maclntyre argues, a telos provides a common ground for ethical discourse
(54-55). With a common telos, disagreements about morality or the ranking of moral
concerns is simple, with ultimate appeal to the value not yet had but desired. Although
the universal telos of Aristotle may have vanished with the polis, and its remnant with
modernity’s emphasis on rationalism, the public discourse of moral claims, and
therefore of self, appeals to commonly held ideals. While philosophers may have
abandoned notions of a teleological self, public discourse is awash with assumptions of

what ought to be true of personhood and the influences that shape it.

2.3.1 The telos of civilization

Civilization forms an obvious teleological locus in the postwar years. It is
presumed that to be civilized is to be good. Evil is evidence that civility has not been
achieved. Terms of incivility, such as barbarity, savagery, and bestiality, typify the

condemnation of German practices. The concept of civilization plays an important part
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in answering questions about the kind of person who would or could commit the acts of
the Holocaust, in broadening responsibility for the Holocaust to a sort of brotherhood of
nations (that is, spotting identification in civilized mankind rather than only a particular
nation,) and in expanding the potentialities of all men to include that which any have
done. As with anything teleological, civilization is something considered inherently and
unarguably good, as yet unachieved (at least fully,) and on the cultural level the
eventually inevitable product of positive development. Uncertain though civilization’s
exact manifestation or meaning might be, the assumptions of what it is not, and what it
does not contain, and that which is unnecessary to it, are fairly clear in public discourse

just after the war.

2.3.1.1 Identity in civilization

The significance of recognizing identity within civilization, rather than a single
nation or race, appears in different forms following the war, but all with an underlying
assumption that a broader identification with civilization is the avenue to peace, or at
least to avoiding another Holocaust. That focus is not teleological, however. As a
means, civilization is simply a tool. It becomes a telos only when civilization is so
identified with good that to be good is to be civilized, and to be uncivilized is to be evil.
Such implications are also present in the literature after the war.

In Lemkin’s case for a United Nations resolution specifically opposing
genocide, he relies on the universal responsibility of mankind for human rights. In so

doing, he attempts to broaden citizenship beyond national boundaries to humanity:

Genocide is the crime of destroying national, racial or religious groups. The
problem now arises as to whether it is a crime of only national importance, or a
crime in which international society as such should be vitally interested. Many
reasons speak for the second alternative. It would be impractical to treat genocide
as a national crime, since by its very nature it is committed by the state or by
powerful groups which have the backing of the state. A state would never
prosecute a crime instigated or backed by itself. (228)
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As mentioned above, this broadening is one of the hallmarks of the ways modern
civilization is portrayed. But next, after establishing that the United Nations already
holds the view that human rights transcend national boundaries, he uses a vocabulary
that appeals to some universal value he apparently believes is present in the kind of
people he is hoping will respond to his pleas. In Lemkin’s pursuit of a genocide specific
United Nations declaration, he expands the claim that individuals should sense
affiliation with all of mankind to the obligation to intervene on behalf of groups
experiencing genocidal treatment. “The Charter of the United Nations Organization also
provides for the international protection of human rights, indicating that the denial of
such rights by any state is a matter of concern to all mankind” (228). Of course,
Lemkin’s statements do not take the full step of recognizing civilization as a value in
itself, but recognizing the “matter of concern to all mankind” implies something more
than the pragmatic nod he explicitly gives it. Other authors, with articles
chronologically closer to the war than even Lemkin’s writings, do explicitly reveal the
assumption of civilization as a telos—some negatively, others positively. Negatively, a
theme following the war recognizes the universal potential for evil in all men,
regardless of nationality. Positively, authors appeal to a universal citizenship in
mankind, a recognition typical of civilization, to promote sympathy (and therefore more
civilized behavior) toward other peoples.

In the sense of avoiding another Holocaust the issue is one of recognizing the
universal nature of human potential for evil. “Perhaps Representative Leonard Hall of
New York suffered from a similar confusion after viewing the horrors of Buchenwald.
“You have to see Buchenwald,” he said, ‘to realize fully what debased beasts the
Germans are’” (Barth 509). Barth claims that Representative Hall must have “suffered

from a similar confusion” in order for Hall to associate the evil of Nazism with a
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bestiality uniquely debased in Germans. He continues in an explicit examination of the

statements of another member of the U.S. House of Representatives:

Representative Luce, on the same occasion, was enigmatic. “The most
important thing to remember,” she declared, “is that this could happen to us in
twenty years. Only a few years ago some were talking about there being good
German people. After seeing this, one wonders whether there is good in any
German people.”

One also wonders, if this could happen to us in twenty years, whether there is
good in any Americans. And one knows, when one thinks of Georgia chain gangs
and Florida sweat boxes and riots in Detroit and West Coast attacks on Americans
of Japanese ancestry, that Mrs. Luce is quite right—it could happen here. No
people is altogether without elements of savagery and sadism. These elements are
sublimated or unleashed, depending on the cultural environment. (509-510)

Barth’s statements are important on two levels. First, he recognizes the universality of
human nature, claiming that whatever was possible in Germans before and during the
war is also possible in other peoples. Second, his vocabulary asserts that the kind of
behavior that provoked questions of whether “there is good in any German people” rises
from evil elements of “savagery and sadism.” The claims together portray the
importance of identifying with humanity, the claim that humanity’s potentials are
shared, and the good of that humanity being civilized. Levin illustrates the point of

humanity’s shared potential for evil only two months after the close of the war:

In France, of 350,000 Jews, 175,000 survived. The French people as a whole were
sympathetic during the German occupation and helped Jews to hide; but now the
atmosphere is different. Every Jew who returns to Paris and tries to recover his
apartment, or his business, or his job has to displace a Frenchman, and though the
law declares that the victims of Nazism shall have their belongings restored, each
returning Jew faces a court battle, and in each case a new little circle of anti-
Semites is created. Some new tenants’ organizations, such as the Locataires de
Bonne Foi, have urged their members to use force to prevent Jews from moving
back into their apartments; even returning soldiers—propagandized in German
prison camps-—have demonstrated against Jewish shopkeepers. (75)

Of course, it is important that Levin assumes that only German propaganda could have
convinced French soldiers to despise Jews. His own prejudices, whether justifiable or

not, are a part of his writing. But the point here for Levin is that two months after the
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Germans surrender in a war fought “justly” against them because of their evil attitude
toward Jews, French citizens and even soldiers who fought against the Germans are
demonstrating the same attitudes and behaviors.

In the sense of providing an avenue to peace, a consequence of civilization, the
issue is identifying positively, sympathetically, with other peoples. One of Barth’s
opening points in the Nation article is the embarrassment that American concerns about
German behavior were not seriously piqued until the victims looked, spoke, and valued
like most Americans. “Indeed the savagery was not widely recognized as sadism until
we discovered its application to French and British and even American prisoners of
war” (509). The tenor of his article makes clear Barth’s disdain for such limited
sympathies and his assumption that the reading audience shares his value. This concern
about highly parochial sympathies is why Charny titles his forward, “Which Genocide
Matters More? Learning to Care about Humanity” (xiii). He illustrates the need for a
larger, more inclusive scope within which the self is located. He claims that empathy for
the victims of human rights abuses wanes as those victims are less and less like the
audience. As biological evolution has presented the case that macro-evolution is
typified by the varying stages of a developing fetus—ontogeny recapitulates
phylogeny—Charny claims that civilization’s development into a society of universal
concern (and therefore international intervention) is reflected in the healthy
psychological development of the civilized individual. “Within the context of such
optimal psychological development, there grows an appreciation of the holiness of all
life, and there develops a value-commitment to opposing the mass destruction of any
people, religion, ethnicity, or nation” (xviii). At the mid-point of the century, in the
postwar years, that value is assumed. Self is civilized or uncivilized. Self has a position

in and therefore respomsibility to all people. As dogmatically as Nazi propaganda
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portrayed the worth of individuals based on their racial and national identity, postwar

discourse portrays the worth of individuals based on their civility.

2.3.1.2 Tradition of civilization

While civilization as a telos is certainly not new at this time, there are several
reasons it should draw attention. It is one foundation to moral discourse foilowing the
war. Its particularly important role as a means and as an end in references to the
Holocaust integrate it into moral discourse in following decades. Those writing morally
about the Gulag or the My Lai massacre will draw from premises that the appeal to
civilization following the Holocaust reveals and inscribes in the public discourse.

One of Lemkin’s appeals is a poignant revelation of the value of civilization as

something within which traditional, trans-generational values are passed:

Our whole cultural heritage is a product of the contributions of all nations. We can
best understand this when we realize how impoverished our culture would be if the
peoples doomed by Germany, such as the Jews, had not been permitted to create
the Bible, or to give birth to an Einstein, a Spinoza; if the Poles had not had the
opportunity to give to the world a Copernicus, a Chopin, a Curie; the Czechs, a
Huss, a Dvorak; the Greeks, a Plato and a Socrates; the Russians, a Tolstoy and a
Shostakovich. (228)
As glaringly European as Lemkin’s presentation of civilization may be, it is still in his
rationale an appeal to civilization as the value of every culture and its contribution from
one generation to the next. Further, it is impossible to know whether his depiction is
strictly European in context and recognizes only religious, scientific, and aesthetic
leaders as an outflow of his own view of civilization, or if he limits his appeal to that
which he believes will effectively draw on the assumptions of his audience. Either way,
it is “our culture” which would be “impoverished” without the contribution of other

peoples. The recognition of such a tradition as essential to the cultural fabric and, as it is
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in this case, an important part of making a moral claim puts the type of argument

Lemkin exemplifies into an important position in moral discourse.

2.3.1.3 Technology excepted in
the teleology of civilization

One important observation about the understanding of civilization during the
postwar years stands out. There is no value attached to technology, or more properly,
technologization. Although much effort will be spent later to identify technological
superiority with moral victory there is no such identification here. Postwar
commentators do not mitigate German technological superiority. Neither do they
hesitate to condemn German behavior with terms designed to isolate Nazi practices
from anything civilized. There appears to be no qualm about acknowledging high
technology and low civility. “And meanwhile, as they kept their eyes closed, a cool,
calm, scientific system of mass-murder had been worked out in the horror camps, using
starvation, club, and Moloch-furnace on a sort of production line basis, arranged by
businesslike sadist-bigots who justified it all by a bestial theory of eugenics” (Strout
15). The most primitive means of destruction, including pagan practices two millennia
past, are deliberately juxtaposed with the terms “scientific system” and “production
line.” The social-scientific practice of “eugenics” is a “bestial theory.” In the immediate
wake of the war, technology is not included as a necessary element in the teleology of

civilization.

2.3.2 The telos of autonomy

2.3.2.1 Classical liberalism versus determinism

Assertions of madness and evil on behalf of the perpetrators of what come to be

known as war crimes are practically universal in postwar discourse. The dilemma in
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which commentators find themselves as they examine the atrocities of the war is not
new, but runs deep in their writings. In broad terms it is the conflict between
modernity’s desire to comprehend behavior causally and the opposing effort to cling to
human responsibility as a consequence of the will’s autonomy. In the examined body of
discourse consternation at the convergence of behavior described as morally insane but
methodologically competent surfaces regularly. “That these people are individually and
collectively mad there is no possible doubt. But there is method in their madness and a
kind of genius for evil. The important thing is that this evil should be fully understood”
(Codman 56). To attempt to understand the evil is to credit it to explicable causes.
Qualifying “method” and “genius” together and opposing them to “madness” and “evil”
reveals inherited modernistic assumptions about these characteristics. Codman’s desire
to fully understand the madness and evil implies something prevalent in many author’s
following the war—the belief that there must be a causally explanatory mechanism
behind even the most inexplicable behavior. Observers and commentators struggle to
make sense of the kind of behavior exhibited in the prison camps about which they are
now reading. They cannot imagine a tormentor choosing to behave as such with a free
will. So they seek mechanisms of influence and even determination on which to lay
blame. But there is a simultaneous pressure, not necessarily external, to maintain the
autonomy and therefore personal responsibility of individuals from German prison
guards to industrialists. “It is also that a psychological ethics is intimately tied to the
liberal aspirations of freedom, choice, and identity” (Rose 97). Rose’s point fifty years
later explains why this struggle was so difficult for the postwar writers. They wished to
understand and explain. But their ethics were based in a psychology that would not

relinquish the uncaused and therefore inexplicable.
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As noted above, it is Strout’s contention that the atrocity stories should be used
to force open the eyes of people who otherwise would ignore an important revelation
not only about the Germans, but about themselves as a part of mankind. It is Lynch’s
argument that exposure to the atrocity stories should be minimized in order to avoid
saturating and thereby dulling the conscience of Americans. On the way to making their
cases, each stumbles across an issue implicit in the public discourse and essential to
understanding self. As mentioned above, although neither seriously describes it, neither
can avoid mentioning an unspecified mechanism which protects people from being
overwhelmed by the suffering of others. Both authors mention this mechanism then fall
back on the individual responsibility of those who committed the crimes against victims
of the Holocaust. The fact that this issue surfaces, (albeit still below the recognition of
the authors,) in the opposing dialogues of Lynch and Strout reveals the importance of
this conflict, and its inevitable emergence during this time of discourse.

The struggle is significant, and not easily shaken even by those aware of at least
one aspect of its importance. For instance, Barth attacks the idea that biology is
somehow responsible for the behavior of individuals. “It is true enough, as Mr. Hall
observed, that the Germans, or at any rate those responsible for the horrors, are
‘debased beasts.” But it is vital to understand that the debasement stems from the ideas
and values with which those Germans were indoctrinated, not from any biological
peculiarity” (510). Barth is offended by Representative Hall’s determinism (shallow
though it may be) when it is biologically founded, but extends a psychological claim
similarly rooted in determinism. Indoctrination may receive credit for causing the
Germans’ behavior, but biology must not. Barth does hint that he recognizes the
amoralizing potential of his claims, just as he condemns the impact of claiming a

biological cause. “To understand this is in no sense to condone their guilt; it is merely to
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distinguish the real root of the evil. The evil that men do undoubtedly lives after them;
but there is scarcely a biologist outside of what is left of Hitler’s Reich who would hold
that it lives in the chromosomes and is genetically transmitted” (510). In the light of
efforts in the last half of this century to reduce human behavior and psychology to
physical and chemical processes, his statement is almost ironic. Barth’s statements are
also interesting in the light of the current implications of the regime of autonomy
described by Rose as developing in Western democratic societies. Barth recognizes the
autonomy of the individual, but also recognizes the practically determinative power of
the technologies that manage that autonomy, in this particular case indoctrination
through education. He is careful enough in his wording not to place the responsibility
only on Nazi authorities, as if to ignore the autonomy of the individual, but recognizes
both the power of the state to sway individuals and the individual’s responsibility as a

free moral agent after the influences have run their course.

2.3.2.2 Virtue

The individual’s responsibility for morality surfaces in literature after the war in
a very traditional form, the form of virtue. Virtue here simply places morality in the
subject rather than in his behavior or its consequences. And in the context of a culture
steeped in the importance of personal responsibility and autonomy, a virtue-based ethic
prizes the most essential element of liberalism, the individual. The autonomous subject
capable of fulfilling his “complete and consistent whole” without the intervention of
external forces is at the core of the liberalism that rises from authors like Wilhelm von
Humboldt (10).

The importance of the internal characteristics of subjects typical of virtue appear

in the examination of Nazi ideology and the rise to power of ideologues:
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Adherence to an ideology can give individuals the power to form a group which
can take control of an organization; but it cannot give them the power to resist the
temptation to use that ideology as the cover for the indulgence of greed, ambition,
and the nastier notions of fun. That can only be derived from a personal decision
always to say yes to good and no to evil, from a resolution to scrutinize every such
decision to see that it is truly what it claims to be. (West 24)

West addresses the public with the assumption that they will relate to the meaning of a
“personal decision always to say yes to good” and then will accept her claim about the
importance of that inward moral choice. For West and many of her contemporaries,
educational influences and adopted ideologies cannot change that inward appetite for
good and repulsion of evil. West deliberately and specifically attacks deterministic

views of human behavior while defending the strength of virtue:

It may be argued that this misconduct was due to the years of sequestration and ill-
treatment to which these men had been subjected. But this is beautifully disproved
by those others who retained their integrity unchanged through years of
imprisonment. In the hospital, where nearly all the staff had cynically abandoned
the bodies and souls of the sick, three German Communists, unskilled laborers by
calling, gravely set themselves to acquire what medical skill they could, applied it
to their patients with the utmost diligence and kindness, and refused to let
themselves be used as executioners or vivisectionists. In the disinfection station
there worked a Pole who loathed and despised the Jews. That is natural enough: the
Czars worked hard throughout the nineteenth century to foster anti-Semitism by
such means as the deportation of large numbers of Russian Jews into poverty-
stricken Polish areas. But this Pole, who had to work sometimes for three days and
nights at a time on the filthy and louse-infested bodies of Jews arriving in delirium
and the spasms of dysentery, never touched one roughly or spoke to one rudely.
(24)

Whether West is right or wrong is not the issue. The issue is that articles like West’s
evidence an abiding cultural assertion of a virtue-based ethic. The strength and
directness of her argument, however, also evidence the growing favor of arguments
crediting behavior to something other than internal character. For West, although the
Czars work to imbed hatred toward the Jews, something that apparently serves to some
as an excuse for their behavior or attitudes, one Pole who resists personal attitude to
behave respectfully exemplifies her assertion that personal integrity can win out. It is an

obvious conflict in the literature, if not always cleanly divided. Even here West does
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attribute the loathing attitude of the Pole to the anti-Semitic promotion of the previous
century. She also slights the significance of the Pole’s attitude in light of his gentle
behavior—behavior based not simply in a deontological ethic but in a virtuous
“personal decision always to say yes to good and no to evil.” The issues presented leave
no doubt that the authors assume a morally autonomous subject. So some authors write
to defend a virtue ethic (loosely construed) in order to oppose the idea that behavior can
be somehow explained by external influences.

The other threat to virtue implied by the discourse of postwar authors is the loss

of a common moral heritage, in this case Christianity, or more precisely, the church:

We were conscious, as we listened to the tales of Buchenwald, in our village
school, that such danger might be overhanging us; and I think we were all halfway
to suspecting that it might be as Christopher Burney tells us and that there is no
way of averting that danger, save for each one of us to resolve that all our lives
long we should prefer the agreeable to the disagreeable, love to hatred, and good to
evil. Such resolutions, in the past, were usually reinforced in the village church.
But though a fair proportion of us attended the meeting at the village school that
Saturday night not many of us would meet at church on Sunday morning; and I do
not know the answer to the problem implied in that disharmony. (West 25)
The opening chapter to Alasdair Maclntyre’s After Virtue is what he cails the
disquieting suggestion that contemporary moral debate has lost its moorings in a
common heritage and finds itself therefore appealing to what appear to be completely
arbitrary rules (1-5). The conclusion to West’s article, just quoted, mentions exactly the
same scenario, although in a localized fashion. She does not promote religion. She does
not propose any solution. But she does present a case that recognizes the conflict
between an ethic rooted in the autonomous subject and the increasingly hostile
theoretical environment in which that autonomy exists. Authors following the war may
not know or agree on how to maintain the subject’s will, or how influences are or are
not limited in their influence over it, but they do draw on the value of the virtue ethic

that stems from it.
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2.3.2.3 The context of practices

The issue of passive responsibility, discussed above, also bears mentioning here.
Commentators deal with those whose behavior could be explained by the choice to obey
with the responsibility to value something more highly than obedience, even when in

the role of underling. servant, slave, or prisoner:

‘Don’t talk about duty,” a brave Jewish teacher and World War [ veteran in
charge of a hundred and fifty orphans snapped back at one of these policiers when
he came to pick out another bunch of children for deportation, ‘you are doing your
job. That is something else again.’

Is having done one’s job under German orders to be regarded as collaboration,
and punishable as such? Much ink will be spilled in France on that question, and
even more heated words exchanged. (Pick 34)

A temporary job and pragmatic concerns for personal survival are, in Pick’s usage here,
no match for duty which, whatever else its mention may entail, certainly carries
something of a more enduring moral obligation.

One summary comment regarding virtue in the body of discourse ought to be
brought up. Maclntyre constructs three legs on which he argues a modem virtue can
stand without the benefit of a polis or agreement on Christianity: the narrative of a
human life, the context of a tradition, and the context of practices. The first relates to
each subject as a project, the second to subjects as part of a historical and therefore
universal project, and the third to the specific context within which each subject
exercises or experiences virtue. It is worth noting that the assumptions of the postwar
years provide an easy groundwork for Maclntyre’s claims: the individual project of
psychological or therapeutic wholeness, the historical project of civilization, and the
personal commitment to moral integrity. It is not at all the case that the authors

themselves influence Maclntyre or that they have his concepts in mind. Rather, in the

assumptions of these authors thirty-five years prior to MacIntyre’s book are the
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evidences of broad cultural ideals that make his prescription as close to the popular

cultural mind as it is far from the philosophical.

2.3.3 The telos of stability

Authors and journalists at the close of the war also share the assumed value of
stability. Demographic and economic stability appcar regularly as goods without need
of explanation or defense. While the self may seem insignificant in such broad social
issues, it is actually present in a way which will become more prominent in later
presentations of subjectivity. It seems clear that the identified and psychological self is
fundamentally teleological, whether in postwar literature or contemporary scholarship.
On the other hand, the teleology of the material self is obvious in the postwar discourse

examined here only in its larger social or scientific context.

2.3.3.1 Demographic stability

The accepted good of demographics in the examined discourse material is
stability, Nazi goals are evil partially because of their aim of unsettling the demographic
makeup of Europe. Raphael Lemkin provides the best example of this kind of
consideration. He is not the only one to make such observations which, in fact, are
common. But his object of motivating the UN to pass a resolution as a result of Nazi
practices forces him to speak in terms that incorporate a more authoritative language
than sympathy can provide. He writes in terms of quantifiable ends. Even though his
own articles and proposals contain practically no statistics at all, his appeal is to that
which can be quantified. It is not surprising that Lemkin would present a case grounded
in the more authoritative language of the day. The value he places on demographic
stability begins with a nod to interdependence. “The German practices, especially in the

course of occupation, are too well known. Their general plan was to win the peace
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though the war be lost, and that goal could have been achieved through successfully
changing the political and demographic interrelationships in Europe in favor of
Germany” (227). Lemkin condemns the Nazi determination to chauge “political and
demographic interrelationships” in favor of Germany. The context of his argument is
not that the demographic changes were bad because they caused a war, but rather that a
part of Nazi evil is that whether they won or lost the war, they would have changed the
demographic makeup of Europe. Changes in patterns of migration and habitation are
“pathological.” “There are also practical considerations. Expulsions of law-abiding
residents from Germany before this war created frictions with the neighboring countries
to which these people were expelled. Mass persecutions forced mass flight. Thus, the
normal migration between countries assumes pathological dimensions” (Lemkin 228). It
is a part of the stable social fabric for people and even groups to immigrate and
emigrate. But when German policies force the movement and even liquidation of large
groups of people, unsettling the makeup of regional and national populations, it is
pathological. Further, it is Lemkin’s assumption that groups have a right to exist, and

that their right is universally important:

Moreover, as in the case of homicide, the natural right of existence for individuals
is implied: by the formulation of genocide as a crime, the principle that every
national, racial and religious group has a natural right of existence is proclaimed.
Attacks upon such groups are in violation of that right to exist and to develop
within an international community as free members of international society. Thus,
genocide is not only a crime against the rules of war, but also a crime against
humanity. (229)

He is arguing the case for establishing an international resolution against genocide
which will then proclaim every group’s right of existence. Lemkin argues for the
resolution, ultimately successfully, because the assumption of the each demographic
group’s value to mankind is already had. It is his goal, and one that apparently carries

popular weight, that the resolution proclaim this value, not create it.
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2.3.3.2 Economic stability

In Lemkin’s strategy economic stability is simply another tool to promote his
resolution on genocide. It does not appear often, if ever, in other postwar literature
about the effects of Nazi practices. It is worth noting, however, that economic stability

appears as an accepted valuc in Lemkin’s comments:

Again, international trade depends upon confidence in the ability of the individuals
participating in the interchange of goods to fulfill their obligations. The arbitrary
and wholesale confiscations of the properties of whole groups of citizens of one
state for racial or other reasons deprives them of their capacity to discharge their
obligations to citizens of other states. Many American citizens were deprived of the
possibility of claiming debts incurred by German importers after these importers
were destroyed by the Hitler regime. (228)
Two things are important about his comments. First, the value of economic stability is
assumed. The inability to collect on international debts is obviously bad. It is bad if
citizens are deprived of “their capacity to discharge their obligations.” These
assumptions form the foundation from which Lemkin is able to argue for an
international resolution against genocide. Second, he bases an argument against human
destruction on economic issues. While his argument is not particularly philosophical,
and may not have been intended as a re-ordering of values, it does serve that purpose,
especially in the light of debates in other regions of the world and in subsequent
decades.

In conclusion, it almost goes without saying that the events surrounding the
Holocaust shape moral discourse throughout the rest of the twentieth century. While the
material self is important, it is not extensively considered in public discourse. The most
prominent conceptions of self in the postwar years were the self identified as civilized,

modern, and parochial and the self assumed as psychological and therefore both

therapeutic and autonomous. The teloi apparent in relation to these assumptions of self
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include civilization with its corollaries of the universality of humanity and the tradition
of historical development, autonomy understood in the context of the liberal
individual’s fulfillment, and a stable environment in which civilization and autonomy
could flourish. These assumptions provide a basis for comparison and contrast in the
next two chapters, especially as discourse about the Soviet Union during the ensuing
early cold war years strongly isolates the American Western self from the perceived

Soviet oriental self.
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CHAPTER OI

SELF AND MORALITY REVEALED IN
RESPONSE TO THE SOVIET GULAG

Although American journalists and commentators use the Holocaust as the
standard of evil from the end of WW II until the present day, it was only two years after
the liberation of Buchenwald that they began to focus on a different instance of that
evil. Attention shifted from Germany, Nazism, and the Holocaust to the Soviet Union,
communism, and the Gulag. This chapter examines the importance of the Gulag in
American public discourse based both on claims about the Soviet prison camp system
itself and on how authors related it to the Holocaust. In articles from the late 1940s
through the early 1960s discourse about the Gulag and the Soviet system behind it
reveals American assumptions about the self and the teloi that follow those

assumptions.

3.1 The Gulag as material for the analysis
of self and ethics during the 1950s

“GULAG” (Gulag throughout the rest of the chapter) is an acronym for
Glavnoye upravlenie lagereiy—the Chief Administration of Corrective Labor Camps—
the authority responsible for running the Soviet prison system. Of particular interest is
Stalin’s use of the Gulag, as the prison camp system itself has come to be known. Under
Stalin the Gulag’s most significant time was from 1934 to 1953. 1934 was the year
Kirov, head of the Communist Party in Leningrad, was assassinated and Stalin began to
purge the Soviet political ranks of his enemies, resulting in well-known show trials of
the late 1930s. 1953 was the year of Stalin’s death, after which the Gulag’s impact on

Soviet life declined significantly. There are several reasons for studying literature in and
68
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around the 1950s about the Gulag that are pertinent to a study of self and morality. First,
the number of people imprisoned and enslaved under Gulag authority is enormous,
meriting consideration in any examination of twentieth century morality. Their
imprisonment and forced labor along with innumerable deaths when finally revealed
evoke as much concern about inhumanity as any other event of this century. But the
magnitude of the Soviet Gulag is only part of its significance. In most 1950s literature
about the Gulag it serves as a symbol (in fact, the embodiment) of Soviet Communism
itself. Second, just as Communism acted as heir apparent to Nazism as the world’s
moral menace, so the Gulag became the focus of humanitarian concern, following in the
footsteps of Nazi concentration and death camps. Third, even though Gulag criticism
and revelation follows in the wake of similar condemnation of Nazi practices, the
vocabulary and assumptions of Western authors writing about the prison camps reveal
some important changes regarding self and morality from the 1940s to the 1950s and

beyond.

3.1.1 The significance of prison
camps under Gulag authority

Any examination of the Gulag must acknowledge its statistical enormity. As
with the Nazi concentration and death camps, only estimates are possible. Reviewing a
book by Alexander Weissberg, a former Gulag prisoner, Bertram Wolfe cites
Weissberg’s claim of nine million as the approximate number of prisoners from 1936 to
1938, at the peak of Stalin’s Great Purge. Even this estimate is loosely hazarded,
however. Weissberg was a leading world physicist and used his statistical training to
draw the conclusion (Wolfe, “Inferno” 14). Other prisoners made similar efforts to
estimate the numbers included in their condition. John Noble, an American citizen,

lived in Dresden throughout WW II. When the Soviet army occupied Dresden he was
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eventually imprisoned as a Nazi supporter. He was held in jail, then prison, then a labor
camp from 1946 until 1955. His experience in and record of the Gulag is particularly

important for this study. He claims the following:

According to records we were able to piece together, throughout the entire Soviet
Union in mid-1954 a total of twenty-five to twenty-eight million people were held
in slave-labor camps, concentration camps, secret camps for foreigners, PW camps,
repatriation camps, MVD prisons, investigation centers, MGB prisons, juvenile
labor camps, and juvenile detention homes. An additional twelve million not in
custody were interned in restricted areas. All told, a monswrous mass of slaves and
persecuted peoples. (119)
Deaths were constant and common in the Gulag. Despite the fact that the number of
deaths throughout the entire Soviet Labor Camp period, from 1919 to 1975, is estimated
between fifteen and thirty million, most authors in the 1950s focused on the evil of
slave labor and the inhumane living and working conditions which pervaded the prison
system.

American humanitarian concerri for the Gulag rose to a level of some
importance only after it was assumed that American troops from WW II were being
held secretly in the Soviet prisoner of war camps. From the beginning, however, their
recovery, and subsequent claims about Soviet practices focused more on humanitarian
than political aims, at least in public discourse. Addressing the United Nations’
Commission on Prisoners of War at Geneva in 1953, James Dunn (the U.S. Ambassador
to Spain) identified the commission’s responsibility as humanitarian. “We have never
underestimated the difficulties you have faced as you undertook to review and evaluate
the information furnished by the interested governments and have sought to discover
new approaches and devices for solving the humanitarian problem with which you have
been confronted” (429). Although it is certainly possible to ascribe this government

official’s statements to underlying political motives, it is in keeping with the tenor of

the vast majority of comments about Soviet practices that even if political ends were in
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mind, they were motivated at least somewhat by humanitarian concerns. To make the
point another way, even if, for example, Dunn’s claims were entirely politically
motivated, his appeal to humanitarian causes is a revelation about assumptions of public
opinion regarding morality. If his desire was to garner public support then he must have
been assuming that Americans had certain expectations regarding the treatment of
human beings, regardless of where and why they were being held.

The extent to which Gulag practices offended the expectations of humanity
(defined obviously by American standards) becomes more apparent through the
descriptions of those confined under its jurisdiction. Jerzy Gliksman was taken as a
prisoner in 1940. He describes his first sights after three weeks of transportation by rail.
“It was an infernal view: thousands of living shapes, some of whom had already lost all
resemblance to human beings, their faces blue with cold, thin, matted with hair”
(Herling 45). His description is not unusual. One author after another picks up the
theme and describes the dehumanizing effects of Gulag life. John Noble makes similar
statements throughout his book. At an intermediate prison where he was held
temporarily before being transported ultimately to Vorkuta, he compares prisoners with
dung. “Miihiberg was like a vast sewer, with rotten things, the prisoners, floating in it.
Rottenness seemed to touch almost everybody” (46). There is little doubt that such
descriptions evoked images of the recent Nazi Holocaust. How and to what extent this
dehumanization took place is discussed below. What is important so far is that claims
about the Gulag’s statistical magnitude and moral condition were key in provoking
American commentary.

But no amount of humanitarian vocabulary can obscure the fact that 1950s

American rhetoric about the Gulag, in fact, about anything in Soviet life, was also
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political. In the United States the emphasis had shifted from the enemy of Nazism to

Communism, and therefore from Germany to the Soviet Union:

The apotheosis of evil—the epitome of limitless depravity—had been relocated,
and public opinion had to be mobilized to accept the new worldview. Symbols that
reinforced the old view were no longer functional. Indeed, they were now seriously
dysfunctional, reminding Americans of how recently our new allies had been
regarded as monsters. (Novick 86)
Novick claims that enmity had to be shifted from Germany to the Soviet Union in order
to successfully mobilize the country for the Cold War. By the middle of 1950 it was so
apparent that any group not supporting the Cold War effort would be denounced, or
worse, de-funded, that even major Jewish organizations had shifted attention away from
the Holocaust itself toward the Soviet Union and its evils, including the Gulag. The
struggle to pin evil on a single great representative pervaded public discourse in the
early 1950s. In the wake of the Rosenberg spy case came Joseph McCarthy’s accusation
of extensive Communist infiltration in the State Department. While McCarthy’s
influence stifled open dialogue in many venues, it provoked considerable criticism in
others. [n 1954, the New Republic took a deliberate slap at the Senator from Wisconsin
when it published an “Army Report on Siberia” branded by McCarthy as sympathetic to
communism. (This publication came just days before the Army’s official accusation of
McCarthy’s improper influence regarding G. David Schine which eventually effectively
ended McCarthyism.) The point is that on both sides of arguments about Communism
there is commentary about Soviet practices, leading the way to comparisons in
vocabulary and symbols which reveal seminal concepts of self and morality.
For Americans viewing the Soviet Union as the great enemy, the Gulag served
as the perfect target. In the troubles of the Gulag authors anticipated trouble in the
Soviet Union generally. When John Noble claims that the “labor camps in the Soviet

Union are seething with trouble and only waiting for something to touch it off,” there is
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no missing his implication that the Soviet Union itself is precariously held together,
only waiting for something to tip it over (48). Such broad usage of the Gulag as a
symbol of the nation are everywhere in 1950s literature. Bertram Wolfe argues that
revelations of the prison system, practically universally condemnatory, are revelations
of the Soviet government as a whole. *““No one knows what kind of government it is,’
Tolstoy once wrote, ‘until he has been in its prisons’” (“Dance” 10). Every opportunity
to reveal another horror or injustice from the Gulag was another slap at Soviet, and
therefore all, communism. Wolfe’s use of Tolstoy also hints at another prevalent
Western attitude toward the Soviet Union mentioned sometimes implicitly and
sometimes explicitly and discussed in more detail below, the belief that the citizens of
the Soviet Union, along with valuable assets of its culture, were being held captive by
their government and the Communist Party.

Most authors were still dumbfounded by the purges of 1936-1938 when they
focused on Soviet life and policy in the 1950s. They struggled to make sense of public
confessions to outlandish charges and the removal and even execution of so many high
ranking government officials. The whole character of Soviet life, as presented to the
American public, bewildered many, and drove a body of literature in the form of articles
and books directed at fitting Soviet practices into Western rationality. Wolfe lauds this

goal directly as he reviews the book, Russian Purge and the Extraction of Confession:

The authors of this study have been in Soviet prisons, and in serene, detached
fashion, as if their personal suffering had been no more than an opportunity to
study a fearful yet fascinating phenomenon, they have written a treatise on Soviet
prisons, concentration camps, purges, and confessions, and offered some thoughtful
and seminal conclusions as to what these teach concerning the true nature of the
Soviet state. (“Dance” 10)

Of course, Wolfe’s praise of the authors’ objectivity reveals his confidence in a kind of
scientifically certain expression of cultural fact. That revelation is in itself an indication

of the good-versus-evil and truth-versus-deception mentality behind cold war attitudes.
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Just as interesting for this study, however, is his confidence that their analysis of
“Soviet prisons” reveal something about the “true nature of the Soviet state.” In its own
right, then, material about the Gulag from the 1950s is worth study for at least four
reasons: the statistical magnitude of the Gulag, the humanitarian language of its critics,
its importance at the center of political debate, and its use as a symbol of the Soviet

Union generally.

3.1.2 Comparisons to Germany

Discourse about the Gulag in the 1950s is also worth study because of its place
in history. Although many of the atrocities described in the 1950s occurred before and
during the Holocaust of Nazism, authors did not focus on Soviet practices until WW II
was over and political expediency pushed attention away from Nazi to Communist
practices. Albert Herling justified his decision to author a book entitled The Soviet Slave
Empire almost entirely based on comparisons with Nazi Germany and American
responses to the Holocaust during WW II. He mentions the refusal of the American
public to believe what the Nazis were doing, and his desire to alleviate that error
regarding the Soviet prison camp system. He also indicates man’s capacity for evil and
the importance of people knowing the measure of that capacity. He expresses his motive
for telling the story of Soviet slavery without embellishment because he remembers the
reluctance of Western readers to believe the accuracy of the horrors described in
Germany (vi). In short, Herling’s reasons for writing his book about Soviet prison and
slave camps are all based on comparisons with Nazi concentration and death camps.
Before Herling’s book Vladimir Petrov produced a monograph recounting his
experience in the Soviet prison system. He entitled his book Soviet Gold. The title is
pregnant with meaning, implying that slave labor is a valuable commodity to the Soviet

state, that the Soviet government is making the mistake of valuing gold (for which
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many slave laborers mined) over humanity, and even that the gilded appearance of the
Soviet state only masks underlying corruption. In his review of Petrov’s book Martin

Ebon places the Soviets squarely in the legacy of Nazi immorality:

[ wonder who will read this book. It is long, repetitious, terrifying, and depressing.
[ remember how the Great American Public closed its ears to the stories of German
concentration camps, from the time the Nazis came to power until the day
American troops entered Buchenwald and Dachau. With the sophistication of the
naive the horrors of the Nazi State were shrugged off as the exaggerated horror
tales of emegrés with a grudge. From Petrov’s evidence, the Bolshevik State
appears to be running the Nazis a very close second. (16)
There is, in Ebon’s statements, evidence for two facts about the position of the Gulag in
American discourse. First, he himself assumes a relationship between Gulag and
Holocaust events. Second, and just as importantly, he recognizes that the American
public’s response to Gulag accounts will likely follow the path of Holocaust accounts.
Authors writing more generally about Soviet practices and politics also readily
compare Nazi German and Communist Soviet practices. While contrasts are numerous
(and discussed in more detail below) many contrasts reveal more common ground than
distinction. For instance, when Leslie Stevens, a retired Navy Vice Admiral with
extensive education about and experience in the Soviet Union, describes Soviet leaders,
he describes them in the context of Hitler. “The Soviet leaders are not reckless
gamblers, nor are they adventurers like those who surrounded Adolf Hitler” (Stevens,
“The Russian People” 32). His reasoning is that Soviet practices are so similar to Nazi
practices that a person might expect their leaders to be comparable. Of course, contrast
always implies comparison. In this case, the comparisons are so ingrained that they
speak significantly to the place of Gulag literature in American discourse as the
replacement (even though only temporarily) for Holocaust didactic material. It is as if

authors about the Gulag feel compelled to tip their hat to its moral ancestor, the

Holocaust.
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Although there is a significant body of discourse about the Gulag during the
1950s, and it stands to reason therefore that it was a significant part of the public
mindset regarding the Soviet Union, the term “Gulag” was not common in the west.
Slave labor camps, penal colonies, and prison camps are described in detail, including
the authority over them, but not using the acronym “GULAG.” However, by the 1970s
the term “Gulag” itself finds a place in the public mindset, primarily through
Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago. The editor of the abbreviated English version of the
work makes the point this way. “For a few decades the word Holocaust has served us
well as a shorthand term for modern man’s inhumanity to man. In recent years a second
such shorthand term has entered our working vocabulary: Gulag” (xi). The Gulag
clearly occupies a significant place in moral discourse following the Holocaust.

There is one other way in which the Gulag has a unique relationship with the
Holocaust. The fact that a Soviet Communist administration occupied Eastern Europe at
the end of WW II means many places typical of Nazi terror fell under the control of
what came to be known as a Communist terror. Buchenwald is a perfect example. The
epitome of Nazi evil when overrun by American troops in 1945, it had become a
Communist prison by the time John Noble was held there in 1946. “Buchenwald had
been branded as a virtual Nazi abattoir, Yet, from prisoners who had been in the camp
under both the Nazis and the Communists, I heard repeatedly that things were even
worse now” (36). Such comparisons make the relationship between Nazi Germany and
the Communist Soviet Union clear. This particular passage also supports Peter Novick’s
conclusion that the direction of American discourse deliberately shifted attention from
the former evils of the new protectorate (West Germany) to the former ally and newly

established enemy, the Soviet Union.
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3.1.3 Contrasts with Germany

With the acknowledgment that in every contrast with Nazi Germany there is an
implied comparison between the two totalitarian states, it is also important to recognize
that the contrasts are in some cases significant, especially regarding the nature of the
persons participating in the atrocities and their relationship with the state. First and
foremost in blatant distinctions between literature about Nazi Germany and the
Communist Soviet Union is the ascription of practically all responsibility for evil to the
government itself, rather than to the individuals who participated in it. In 1950s
discourse the Soviet Union is a monolith. The Gulag is a reflection of that monolithic
system. The Soviet system is the moving force behind whatever evils are perpetrated
within its borders, and in international affairs. Stalin is the embodiment of Soviet power
and the ultimate mover behind its evil, although if he were not there, someone else
would be. The Russian economy itself is centrally controlled. The impression of the
discourse is that tormentors are simply advancing the political and economic goals of
Communism. Victims see themselves as infinitesimally small and dispensable pieces in
an enormous system. Stalin is the only individual to whom specific responsibility is
sometimes attached, but even he only sometimes and because, as will be seen below, in
much of the literature he represents the state itself. By 1952 speculation was already
taking place about Stalin’s death and who would replace him. A. J. P. Taylor reviews
such a book, Louis Fischer’s The Life and Death of Stalin, and makes this comment
about the insignificance of Stalin’s then anticipated passing. “The Soviet system
depends on its institutions, not on its men; and even Stalin does not now amount to
much in it. It is a hateful system and, so far as political maneuvers go, a very clumsy
one, but before writing it off we should bear in mind that it is an effective system for

manufacturing power” (175). Of course, the argument about Stalin’s insignificance is
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not correct in every context. To the millions of Gulag prisoners released in the years
following 1953, his death was very significant. But the point here is that authors during
this time attributed practically everything about Soviet life to the system as a whole, and
not to individuals. This attribution shows itself inside the prison walls as well. In
Noble’s account of his stay in Vorkuta he mentions occasionally attending clandestine
Protestant services. [t was, of course, against Gulag regulations for the services to take
place. However there was only danger if two or more guards came upon the service at
the same time. Most guards making rounds alone would act as if they saw nothing and
pass by the group. This circumstance is typical of Gulag descriptions. It is not the
guard’s fault that the group is not allowed to meet for a worship service, and he
certainly has no concern if they do. But the system does not permit the meeting, and the
presence of another guard implies the presence of systemic authority (Noble 117). This
distancing of the behavior of individuals in the Gulag system from the responsibility of
the system as a whole is still entrenched when Solzhenitsyn’s account reaches the
public in 1974. “Every former prisoner remembers his own interrogation in detail, how
they squeezed him, and what foulness they squeezed out of him—but often he does not
even remember their names, let alone think about them as human beings” (66).
Apparently the die of responsibility was cast in the 1950s, and there was no change to it
in the ensuing decades. The obvious weight of Solzhenitsyn’s last phrase for self is
mentioned below.

Returning to Noble’s account of the guards, although he attributes responsibility
to the system, he does not trifle about the significance of the guards’ deeds. His bitter
description of the casual behavior of Gulag guards before prisoner executions presents

several aspects of this perspective:

In that joking was summed up a startling difference between these guards and the
Nazi death squads about which those prisoners who had known both sometimes
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spoke. The Nazis, they said, killed viciously, because they were convinced that the
people being killed were actually their enemies. The Russians killed because,
almost literally, a number had been drawn from a hat, because some meaningless
document in some meaningless proceedings had said to snuff out the candle. No
ferocity attended the executions. The reasons for the killings were as remote and
irrelevant to the Russian guards as was the concept of death itself. Their joking,
then, was not forced. When they patted a prisoner’s shoulder, the action came
easily. Life had to end for certain integers in the state table of statistics. That’s all,
comrade. Nothing personal, comrade. (31)
Whether right or not in his claims about Nazi viciousness, Noble’s argument is tvpical
of claims throughout the 1950s and, as indicated above with Solzhenitsyn, all the way
into the 1970s. His particular reasoning explains the guards’ behavior as a natural
consequence of Communist ideology, expressed through the state’s practice of
supposedly statistically driven decisions. In other words, in Noble’s case (which is
typical of many of his contemporaries) the system at least included, and may have been
dominated by Communist, specifically Marxist, ideology. Not every author attributes
such behavior to Communist ideology. Lyman Legters presents both sides of this case.
That is, he recognizes that Communist ideology in the form of Bolshevism lays the
foundation for what will be interpreted in the West as the violation of human rights
while also making the more practical observation that by the time moral atrocities peak
under Stalin, ideology is no longer the driving mechanism. “The informing principles of
Bolshevik revolutionary thinking, before it degenerated into cynical manipulation,
included several elements salient to the deportations of whole nations during WW II”
(Legters 113). Two things make his statements pertinent to this analysis of Gulag
literature even though Legters article is dealing more with the practice of deporting
nationalist groups within the Soviet Union than with the Gulag itself. First, the motives
behind relocating entire populations to remote regions of the Soviet Union share

significant characteristics with the motives that operated the Gulag. Second, many of

those who were relocated or were scheduled for relocation with their fellow nationals
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ended up in labor camps anyway, either as prisoners, or as the civilian workers whose
conditions were little better than the prisoners.

Stevens’ assertions about the quality of individual Soviet citizens contrasted
with their unfortunately totalitarian regime is typical. In other words, Stevens is typical
in assuming that individual Russians were good people who unfortunately came under

an evil government:

It is noteworthy that the literature on Soviet prison life, written by people who have
experienced it, so often stresses the impersonality of abuse when it occurs, and
remarks on how rare it is that the enforcers of the system, unlike those in Germany,
seem to take pleasure in cruelty or brutality. Brutality is more apt to take place
because the system demands it. By and large, the Great Russians are a decent folk
with a well-developed conscience which is generalized rather than personalized.
(“The Russian People” 31)
The contrast between Stevens’ claim and the implications of Strout and Welles from the
previous chapter is striking. Strout and Welles both point to the common belief held at
the conclusion of WW II that something must have been wrong with the German people
for them to allow Nazism’s atrocities. Stevens is arguing just the opposite about the
Russians, and his argument is typical.

There is, however, a strand of discourse which presents the responsibility for
Soviet evil in a different, if not necessarily contradictory light. Some authors indicate a
belief that something in the nature of Russians as people or in the nature of Russian
society is ultimately responsible for the behavior of the Soviet state. This responsibility
is expressed in a variety of ways, but most authors point finally to the belief that
Russians as a whole act as if they have a need for totalitarian control. Ebon’s review
states that Petrov’s account of the Gulag “is a powerful indictment of Soviet society, a
frightening revelation of totalitarian inhumanity in our time” (16). Ebon’s typical

account holds totalitarianism responsible for Soviet inhumanity, and Soviet society

responsible for totalitarianism. It may appear that there is a contradiction between those
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who credit Soviet behavior to communism alone and those who credit it to Russian
nature. In some ways there is a conflict. Edward Crankshaw wrote an account of his
stay in Moscow entitled Cracks in the Kremlin Wall. Michael Florinsky reviews his
book for the Saturday Review of Literature. In his review, both sides of the conflict are
apparent. That is, Crankshaw’s assertion that the fault behind Soviet malevolence is in
Russian history and society, rather than in Communist ideology is juxtaposed with
Florinsky’s own belief that Marxism is at the root of the evil. “It is even more difficult
to agree with Crankshaw when he states that Stalin is ‘no longer interested in Marxian
theory’ and that the policy of the Soviet Union is directed only towards ‘the survival
and greater glory of the Soviet Union as the monstrous re-embodiment of the Czarist
Empire of Great Russia’ (9). Of course, in this particular passage Stalin is the
embodiment of wrongdoing in the Soviet Union. More important for the moment,
however, is the distance all authors, including Crankshaw and Florinsky, put between
individual Russians and the responsibility for perceived evil in the Soviet Union. That
distinction is one of the most profound differences between these writings and literature
from the late 1940s about Nazi Germany. The fact that the discourse material deals with
the Soviet Union in such a monolithic way bears an obvious impact on the
understanding of the humanity perceived to be caught under its weight. Assumptions
about how citizens relate to their state, how that relationship bears on their place in the
historic development of man, whether their existence is civilized, the nature cf their
psychological condition, even their essential nature, are all affected by this unique

conception of the communist state.
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3.2 Self and morality in 1950s discourse
material about the Gulag

3.2.1 The identified self

As mentioned in chapter two, one of the most important distinctions of self in
modernity is its location in moral space. The self is conceived in terms of its position
along an indefinite number of culturally significant axes such as the political, racial,
religious, and historical. Certain attributes of the self identify its place along these axes.
And certain attributes of the axes allow assertions about, for example, humanity and

inhumanity, civility and incivility, modernity and barbarism.

3.2.1,1 The modern self

Modernity assumes progress. It also assumes rationality and the expansion of
humanity’s comprehension of the world. Claims of modernity are often equivalent with
claims of rationality. The assumption of 1950s literature is that modern humanity is
rational. Dunn’s appeal to the United Nations commission includes such an assumption.
With his speech he intended to press the Soviet Union to cooperate with the
commission’s work of accounting for missing and imprisoned troops from a variety of
nations at the end of WW II. His argument draws on assumed values of humanity.
“These are completely reasonable questions to which simple humanity demands prompt
and truthful answers” (429). The inference is that Dunn is taking advantage of a
common public assumption (that humanity is reasonable) while also implying that the
Soviets have not been participating in that rationality. Dunn presents the argument so
that the fact that simple humanity demands an answer depends on the claim that the
question is reasonable.

The same assumption (of the value of rationality) accompanies reviews of

literature about the Gulag specifically. Wolfe’s review of Russian Purge and the
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Extraction of Confession compliments the two authors of the book with just such a
praise of detached objectivity. “No cry of anguish, no word of personal suffering
escapes their lips. With the detachment of scientist or historian they questioned
cellmates, elicited stories from former NKVD men and examining magistrates, recorded
the mechanism of confession, gathered reports at second hand and third from men
transferred from other prisons and veterans of more than one arrest and sentencing. The
result of their involuntary and voluntary investigations is the first scientific treatise on
this weird phenomenon” (“Dance” 10). Wolfe contrasts what he asserts is the
praiseworthy scientific method of the authors with the inexplicable behavior of the
Soviets. The dehumanization inferable in the passage is mentioned in the concluding
chapter, and contributes an interesting insight into the value of technology in the 1950s
contrasted with its apparent neutrality immediately following WW IL

The difficulty Western authors faced in attempting to reconcile reports of Soviet
behavior, typified by the criminal justice system, with their own conceptions of
humanity is obvious. First they needed to explain what appeared to be the simply and
completely irrational behavior of Russians in terms that made Western analysis
meaningful—in other words, in terms that jibed with Western conceptions of modern
humanity. A Newsweek review of one of the many books written about the Soviet
justice system during this time posits one explanation of Soviet behavior

comprehensible to the Western mind:

From the viewpoint of the labor camps, Russia seems a nation held together by a
philosophy compounded in equal part of illogic and hysteria. For how else can one
explain the arrest for sabotage of workers who took parts from one derelict tractor
to repair another? What fears could bring about the jailing of a totally illiterate boy
for reading “a pamphlet considered dangerous™? (“Nightmare” 123)

The authors of the review plainly seek to explain what they believe must make as little

sense to their readers as it does to them. Fear is an insufficient explanation. Only

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

83



“illogic and hysteria,” descriptions fit only for those whose behavior is not rational,
suffice. Granted, the argument is somewhat tautological. The authors use terms that
define irrationality to explain the irrational. But that tautology is the point. In the face of
what eludes their modernized concept of human behavior, only terms defined by
inexplicability serve their purpose. Other authors, exemplified below in Leslie Stevens,
attempt to find some common ground on which at least a show of understanding can
stand. But authors like those at Newsweek, and typical of the majority, are satisfied with
terms that leave Soviet behavior as little illuminated as illogic and hysteria in a rational
culture. The Newsweek review further illustrates the point. “Larsen records the
implacable inhumanity of the Russian penal system. The scale of this apparatus and the
paralyzing fears and stupidities which maintain it are almost unbelievable in the West”
(“Nightmare” 123). Humanity must be capable of rational mitigation, or placation. To
be implacable is to be inhuman and inhumane. Fear that motivates to action is
understandable. To be paralyzed by fear is to step below full competence as a person.
Sheer “stupidity” must be behind the unintelligible behavior of the Russians, or so the
authors imply.

As mentioned above, however, some did believe that Russians must have had
some similarity with people in the west that made their behavior explicable in terms that
meant more than that their behavior was inexplicable. Leslie Stevens’ article, “The
Russian People,” not only poses the problem of understanding Soviet loyaity but
attempts to address the problem within the bounds of rationality. “The loyalty of large
numbers of Russians to the regime seems capable of explanation only on the grounds
that they believe in it, and that they consider their belief to be not a blind faith, but
founded on rational science” (32). Although not necessarily in the majority, his

explanation is common. There are a couple of important elements involved in the
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approach his statement represents. One is that blind faith is not a satisfactory
explanation of human behavior. In a culture steeped in the value of rationality, such an
assumption makes perfect sense. To claim that the Russians acted on blind faith would
be to explain no more than the Newsweek authors. It would leave Russian behavior
incommensurate with the behavior expected of humanity. The other is that the faith they
must have is not in some mystical, arcane phenomenon, but it rational science, even if
poorly practiced. as Stevens article implies. So the first task undertaken by many
authors was to explain Soviet behavior in comprehensible Western terms of humanity.
But second, along with explaining simply irrational behavior, came the task of
comprehending a culture that was built either on illogic, hysteria, or blind faith on one
hand, or rational trust in a false system on the other hand, and yet somehow managed a
success reserved for those in whom justifiable rationality and progress reigned. Authors
of the 1950s imply that a system which could produce the Gulag could not be run by
people exhibiting the elements of Western civilization’s modern man. The problem is
that no system run by such sub-modern people should be able to become a leading
industrial power or progress profoundly in technology either. The more economic
industrialization and technological development took on roles of value (unlike their
moral neutrality following WW II) and became associated with modernity and the
progress of humanity during the 1950s, the more imperative it became to associate them
with rationality. Albert Herling deals with this conflict as he explains the reluctance of
Americans to believe the horrific accounts of the Gulag beginning to be told early in the
1950s, including in his compiled book. “The refusal to believe the mounting evidence
was not so much an expression of confidence in the Soviet Union as it was a reluctance
to believe that a society rapidly developing into one of the leading industrial powers of

the world in this era was resorting to such a discredited and degrading system as
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slavery” (v). Herling’s reference to slavery itself is significant because of that theme in
much of the discourse about the Gulag generally (discussed below.) More important
here, however, is how awkwardly he perceives the juxtaposition of a “leading industrial
power” and the “discredited and degrading system” of slavery. Slavery does not fit the
pattern of justification and progress (as opposed to discredit and degradation) expected
in an industrializing culture. He does not propose a solution to the conflict. He simply
uses his observation of it to explain why Americans in particular are slow to accept
accounts of Gulag atrocities. This lack of explanation is interesting at least, especially in
the light of the efforts of those who do not offer any real rationalization of Soviet
behavior to explain how technological or economic progress could be achieved in a
rationally backwards nation. Earnest Lindley writing for Newsweek gives an example of
this kind of explanation. “Many Westerners mistakenly supposed that because the
Soviet mind was politically mutilated it could not achieve much in science and
technology. They may now err as badly in supposing that attainments in those fields
herald recovery for the mutilated Soviet political mind” (28). By dividing the world into
discreet realms, Lindley provides what must seem to be a satisfactory explanation of
Soviet prowess in areas of science and technology beside the “mutilated Soviet political
mind.” What makes his effort most interesting is how it stands in comparison with
authors who advocate the idea that Soviet rationality is justifiable, although in terms not
readily grasped in the west. In other words, both groups of authors find some way of
rationalizing the conflict between primitive Soviet behavior and modern Soviet
successes. Those who do not find that explanation in the Soviet belief in their system as
scientific find it by categorizing the world so that progress in science and technology
can be achieved independently of the progress of their humanity. Either way, an

ultimately rationalist picture of the American mind-set of the 1950s emerges.
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3.2.1.2 The civilized self

3.2.1.2.1 Civilization as existence
beyond mere survival

In the same way that many comments regarding humanity place personality at
the front of a chronological progression, the modern self, other comments emphasize
the position of self in civilization. As noted below, for some authors civilization
apparently entails little more than living beyond the minimum requirements of survival.
For others it involves a complex cultural process of transferring restraint from
mechanisms which are external to the individual to restraints which are internal to the
individual. However defined, in American discourse of the 1950s civilization is
assumed to be a universal good, the violation of which merits the unconditional
acknowledgment of wrong.

Noble’s use of the term “civilization” typifies references in the 1950s to what is
apparently at least one of its essential elements, living beyond the mere means of
survival. When he refers to starvation, his comment is that he “didn’t feel very
civilized” (121). In a similar vein, when his particular camp in Vorkuta was afforded a
minimum of money to be used for discretionary spending, they used it to buy tea,
margarine, sugar, and marmalade which he claimed gave their camp “some superficial
aspects of civilization” (136—137). Another of Noble’s quotes illustrates the importance
of civilization, of belongings that indicate more than simply survival, to the whole
concept of being fully human. When first imprisoned he went through a process of
degradation including isolation, interrogation, and a variety of extreme treatments,
sometimes disciplinary and other times inexplicable from his point of view. He
describes times when guards would strip the prisoners in a cell, go through all of their
belongings, and leave their possessions scattered on the floor. “To see the paltry scraps

of one’s only personal life—shreds of soap, a wad of toilet paper, a saved crust, an extra
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pair of torn socks—thrown on the floor and then to have to scramble for them was a
brutalizing experience” (36). What Noble here calls brutalizing is what he and others
who similarly describe circumstances assume is the opposite of civilization. Such a
view makes particularly good sense in the light of an American culture in which two
things about the Soviet Union were commonly held: first, that the Soviet prison system
was a picture of Soviet life generally, and second, that in the typical Russian’s life most
incidental goods and many practically essential items were not available. In the

American mind, the Soviet Union was failing the test of civilization.

3.2.1.2.2 Civilization as self-restraint

A second way of looking at civilization, mentioned above, is the transfer of
restraint from external to internal mechanisms. Norbert Elias presented a thorough
version of this concept of civilization in 1939 in State Formation and Civilization,
although it was not translated and made widely available in English until 1982. He
summarizes his definition of the civilizing process as he explains that its progression

does not imply intelligent design.

It has been shown in detail above how constraints through others from a variety of
angles are converted into self-restraints, how the more animalic human activities
are progressively thrust behind the scenes of men’s communal social life and
invested with feelings of shame, how the regulation of the whole instinctual and
affective life by steady self-control becomes more and more stable, more even and
more all-embracing. (443)
His work is mentioned here as an influence neither on popular American views in the
1950s nor on the authors being examined, but as a valid conceptualization reflected in
the public mindset. This way of seeing civilization also leads to a view which pervades
American literature about the Gulag period in which practically all Soviet citizens are

slaves in an uncivilized nation.
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As the literature demonstrates, some Americans apparently did understand that
Soviet views of American life might be similar to American views of Soviet life.

Stevens nods toward this fact in his article on the Russian people.

The Party leaders really believe that Wall Street and monopolistic capital control
the West. They consider this controlling element to be completely conscious and
profoundly Machiavellian, and to be continually laying deep plans aimed not only
at greater ill-gotten gains, but towards the defeat of communism. (32)
However, the tenor of Stevens’ article matches that of practically all comments that
touch on this subject—that the Russians are wrong in their estimation of America. He
does not combat what he says the Russians claim because it is not important in the
question of civilization. That is, it does not appear sufficiently important to authors that
Russians accuse Americans of dependence on Wall Street to even provoke a response.
One reason for this nonchalance might be the fact that it would not threaten their sense
of civility. To acknowledge a dependence on Wall Street capitalism is only to
acknowledge a high level of interdependence, an integral facet of civilization, based on
Elias’ standard (457). In contrast, most Americans apparently held a view of controls in
the Soviet Union which did not rely on internal restraints and desirable
interdependence, but rather on sheer, physical coercion.

This theme is easily the most dominant in 1950s discourse about the Soviet
Union—the Russians as slaves to a coercive system. This view of the Soviet
government was a handy tool for comprehending much of what was most baffling about
Soviet behavior. Soviet foreign diplomacy is an example. As Americans dealt with
Soviet foreign diplomats about everything from arms to prisoners of war, they had to
deal increasingly with what seemed to them to be bald-faced lies and intentional
stonewalling. Commentators found one way of explaining this behavior in the model of
Soviet justice practices. One author titles his article about this very issue, “Kremlin’s

Diplomacy is of a Piece With its Lubianka Third Degrees!” (Stypulkowski 12). The
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approach exemplified by Stypulkowski’s article is important because it reveals a belief
not only that the Soviet Union could not interact as a peer among civilized nations
because its tactics were inherently coercive, but also that Gulag practices were
symptomatic of a general Soviet condition. There were, of course, efforts to explain the
disparity between Soviet and American practices without reverting to claims about
civilization itself. For instance, Walter Lippman’s “End of the Post-War World” address
in the New Republic places both nations on a globe consisting of distinct worlds, or

world views:

The one world which we always have taken for granted in our thinking has been
succeeded by many worlds. We now live amidst these many worlds. They compete
with one another, they coexist with one another. They trade with one another and,
in varying degrees, they co-operate with one another. This change from one world
to several worlds is a deep change. It is a change not only in what we think about
our foreign policy but in the very way that we have to think about it. (10)
While there are a few references to Lippman’s kind of statement among other authors,
his willingness to explain the Cold War predicament in such terms of permanent
division is not typical. Most of the discourse of the day insists that civilization’s
standard is universal, and should be met by the reticent Soviets. Dunn’s speech to the
United Nations commission gives the clearest example of this view. In a public speech
obviously intended to garner political favor in the United States as well as to impose
diplomatic pressure on the Soviet Union, he declares that “the Government and people
of the United States™ are offended “that the Soviet Union could have treated this issue
with such callousness and with such complete contempt for civilized international
practice” (429). Their violation is of civilized international practice, not just American
or even Western standards. He repeats his assertion just as emphatically referring to the
commission’s request that the Soviets cooperate regarding the whereabouts of prisoners

of war and other missing soldiers. “It is merely asking that the Soviet Union conform to

an accepted principle of international law as it has customarily been given effect by all
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civilized nations” (429). Dunn also engages terms like “all decent people” to point out
the Soviet’s exclusion from civilized practices. The point is that Dunn depends on, uses,
and demonstrates a dominant theme in estimations of the Soviet Union, that its practices
are more than simply anti-American or non-Western, but uncivilized.

The description of this incivility is most prolific regarding the Gulag, a fact not
surprising considering its manifest disregard for internal restraints and dependence on
external controls, from fear in the general population through torture during
interrogation to forced labor and physical discipline in the prisons and camps
themselves. “The Soviet citizen is a slave but does not know it” (“McCarthy” 6). This
phrase is often repeated in slightly differing forms throughout the literature of the
1950s, and it is very commonly used in the context of stories that unite the destinies of
civilians and prisoners. Numerous stories are told in different contexts of judges,
guards, wardens, and even politburo members who became prisoners. These stories
usually involve the testimony of someone who suffered at the hands of some authority
figure, only later to share a cell or ward with them. The implications of such stories are
numerous. For instance, no residual animosity awaits former judges when they are
imprisoned, implying a lack of personal responsibility. Also, and more important for the
moment, the same terror used to control the prisoner telling the story is used to control
those who had imposed the terror on him. In the descriptions of most authors external
controls, specifically terror and punishment, are the only effective means of Soviet state
functioning. Another kind of story, although similar, illustrates the main point however,
that every Soviet citizen was considered a slave of one sort or another. The “Army
Intelligence Report on Siberia” published in the New Republic includes the story of an
engineer who had been working seven years away from his family as a civilian attached

to a slave labor camp. When he finally tried to escape his job assignment and simply
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flee back to his family he was arrested near Moscow and taken back to the camp, this
time as a prisoner with a five year sentence (“Army Report” 7). The fact that his
condition as a prisoner was identical with his condition as a civilian (at least in the
Army report’s accounting) appears to be the point in each of the stories of this type. The
implied lack of autonomy, independence, and therefore legitimate interdependence
appears to be enough evidence to justify the claims of incivility pervading American
commentary on the Soviet Union.

There is a significant body of work in which this national incivility is excused
on the part of its citizens, and uniquely blamed on its government—as if a completely
external power had surreptitiously and suddenly seized controls. This view is important
to understanding American impressions of Soviet life since such a government would
represent the ultimate source of external force and control. Again, the Army report

gives a good example of this view:

The “free” worker in the USSR is as much chained to his job and local area as is
the convict. He has no voice in determining his place of work, working conditions.,
or wages. His only advantage over the convict is that he can live with his family
and can spend his limited income as he sees fit. He has no redress against a harsh
authoritarian government. He is forbidden to raise his voice in criticism, to develop
independent views, or to acquire unbiased information. His voting rights are a
travesty on the ideals and purposes of democracy. He enjoys no acknowledged
rights for his person, life, or property. He is the helpless prisoner of a slave state.
(“Army Report” 16)

The word “free” is printed in quotation marks. The civilian is “chained” to his job. He
has no means of redress and no means of gaining it. Further, he is “helpless.” This
picture is common regarding Soviet citizens, and reflects an American belief that the
developments of Western Civilization have not reached the Soviet Union. In this vein of

blaming incivility uniquely on the government Stevens also writes:

We necessarily hear more about the millions of victims in the prison camps than
about the countless Russians who have helped many of the victims in one way or
another, usually at great risk to themselves. The condemned have always been
regarded in Russia as unfortunates. In spite of all that Russia suffered at the hands
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of the Germans, there was no animus in the attitude of the Moscow crowds toward

;hf) long lines of prisoners passing through from Stalingrad. (“The Russian People”
The government oppresses through the prison camps. Citizens comfort those contained
within their walls. The great risk Stevens mentions introduces a comparison Stevens
apparently hopes the reader will infer. Russians sympathize with those in the prison
camps becausce they live under the samc terror. They sympathized with German
prisoners because they were the constant prisoners of the Soviet state. References like
these all present an image of Soviet citizens almost completely dominated by external
restraints, a picture exclusive of Western conceptions of civilization.

On the other hand, there are scattered references to a few reasons why the
Russian people themselves could be responsible for their uncivilized state. In other
words, some authors imply, though not necessarily in these terms, that the people
simply had not developed the internal restraints required for a civilized nation. One such
explanation, in Stevens’ article, deals with something curiously parallel to American
experience. In the middle of the nineteenth century, he points out, one third of the
Russian population, about twenty million Russians, served as serfs. He describes
serfdom as a “condition of genuine slavery.” Emancipation from serfdom came in 1861,
but the legal and economic consequences of that transition were never resolved. His
conclusion is clear. “There is little doubt that serfdom and its later problems have left a
strong imprint on the national character and conscience” (“The Russian People” 30).
Part of what he implies is that Russian citizens have a dependency that makes them
vulnerable to the uncivilized practice of government. It seems likely that he expects the
reader to infer that Americans progressed from the emancipation of slaves (only four
years removed from the emancipation of serfs in Russia) to become a civilized nation

while Russians did not.
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American articles about the Soviet Union are rife with references to its
incivility—to the natural consequences of uncivilized practices in the Soviet Union—
from the deprivation of goods beyond the level of mere survival to the lack of the
development in individual Russians of internal controls or restraints. This explanation
of Soviet behavior served the purpose of defining Russians and their practices in terms
that made sense to American expectations. But it also served another purpose. It
explained the depth of the threat imposed by the existence of such a nation. Herling’s
book provides one of innumerable examples of this perception of the Soviet Union—
that is, the perception that Soviet practices were not just bad in themselves, but a threat
to the civilized world. “An unbelieving world has too long refused to face the growing
menace of slavery in its new 20™ century guise—the slave-labor camps of the Soviet
Union and its satellite states” (v). Herling compares the practices of the Soviet justice
system in the middle of the twentieth century to the practices of American slavery in the
nineteenth century with particular emphasis, at least in his introduction, on the threat it

is to a century supposedly freed from such barbarity.

3.2.1.3 The parochial self

As Americans documented the perceived threat of the Soviet Union, their
descriptions also included elements that distinguished Russians from Westerners in
general and Americans specifically. These distinctions appear primarily in the form of
racial and cultural origins. Stevens’ article in the Atlantic Monthly emphasizes the
uniqueness of Russian behavior in the context of their racial origins. He contends that
one of the best ways to understand what he calls the Russian soul is to study its origins
(“The Russian People” 28). He approaches this goal with a mixture of conclusions
about Russian cultural and racial backgrounds. But his conclusions all point toward a

claim that fits typically into the implication of many authors about Russians, that they
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are not like Westerners. Stevens is in fact explicit in his repeated attempts to explain
and claim that the Russians are much more oriental than occidental. “The intriguing and
devious side of the Russian nature, its love of proverbs, its respect for and love of
office, its lavishness, its fondness for jewels, gold, and horses, and its subtle and
complex attitude towards woman all seem more Eastern than Western” (“The Russian
People” 28). It is important that he associates what he later specifically calls oriental
traits with the “intriguing and devious side of the Russian nature.” It seems reasonable
to infer that Stevens, like others, emphasizes these distinctions in order to reconcile
otherwise divergent impressions about Russians. In other words, his statement is
practically tautological. The attributes of Russians which do not fit typically Western
patterns are evidence that Russians are not Western, that is, not European.

There is a conflict in the thinking here exemplified by Stevens. The discourse
points in two directions without reconciling them. On the one hand, the Soviets are
obviously not European because their behavior is so obviously opposed to everything
modernity and civilization has brought to Europe. However, the Soviets are doing
exactly the same thing the Nazis did in Germany and have inherited the role of world
menace from them. These inconsistent conclusions do not even appear to be addressed
in any of the material of the day, much less resolved. Why would authors pursue such
contradictory tracks? The reason for the comparisons with Germany are fairly obvious
and documented above. Victimization in the Gulag alone appeared so similar to reports
of Nazi German concentration and death camps that comparisons were practically
inevitable. Then the question that remains is about why authors would try to alienate
Soviets from Europeans, and presumably even more so then from Americans. There is
ample evidence that there was a desire to distinguish Soviet attributes from European

attributes. Stevens’ article continues making the distinction as follows:
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Secretiveness and suspicion, to an Oriental degree, play their part to make the scale
of Russian values different from our own. This has been a Russian trait from Tartar
days and before, and it was as marked under the Tsars as today. The Russian has a
conspiratorial nature; and in spite of his deep patriotism, intrigues for power in
high places have always flourished. It seems almost unnatural for him to take an
associate unquestioningly at his face value, and often for good reason. This is
natural and fertile soil for the police state, which, in one form or another, has
always existed in Russia. (“The Russian People” 28)
He claims that Mongolian influences produce secretiveness, suspicion, a conspiratorial
nature, and skepticism in Russians. Further, he argues that these traits produce in
Russians a susceptibility to the tactics and power of a police state. His argument goes on
to mention that Russia was excluded from the “Renaissance and the Reformation, which
have largely determined the basic character of the Europe of today” (“The Russian
People” 30). These distinctions between Russians and Americans add up to a way for
Western, in this case American, authors to maintain their assumptions about Western
civility and modernity and still handle the disturbing aspects of Russian life, including
the barbarity of the Soviet justice system.

There is one other aspect of the description of Russians in which parochialism is
apparent. The “Army Report” published in the New Republic gives the clearest
statement of this idea. The idea is that many Russians were motivated (in some cases
the implication is that they are motivated foolishly) by a sense of national identity and
patriotism. This patriotism showed itself as the pride of Russian citizens in things as
varied as climate, geography, art, population size, science, and language. The conten-
tion in the “Army Report” is that the Soviet government used patriotism to motivate the
labor force (9). The author implies that this motivation partially explains the Russians’
willingness to work under conditions in which voluntary cooperation seemed otherwise
inexplicable to Americans.

This parochialism is important to the authors of the day since it provides a

mechanism for dealing with a people whose behavior and attitudes appeared atypical of
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the world’s progress toward modernity and civilization. Both the exclusion of the
Russians from long-term historical developments in Europe (such as the Renaissance)
and the concept of a myopic Russian patriotism gave authors a tool for fitting Soviet
behavior into a world where the concepts of a modern and civilized self governed

Western thought.

3.2.2 The psychological self

There is ample material among scholars in which the self is understood
primarily psychologically. As Elias defines the nature of civilization he assumes a self
which is predominantly psychological. Rose’s therapeutic self is, in practical terms,
equivalent to Elias’ civilized self. Elias argues that civilization is evidenced where
restraints have changed from external impositions to internal controls. Rose describes
the therapeutic self in modern democracies as one in which restraints have been
similarly internalized to generate what appears to be an autonomous self. This
autonomy is essential to the idealized Western self conceived psychologically, in Rose’s
terms, as a locus of beliefs and desires which serve presumably as sources of
motivation. In contrast to autonomy stand determinism on one hand and external

manipulation on the other.

3.2.2.1 Autonomy

Views of man which relegated self-conception to the purely behavioral or
reactive were anathema to most authors criticizing the Soviet regime, and Gulag
practices in particular. Noble reveals this attitude as he describes the external influences

and internal weaknesses and strengths of his fellow prisoners in Dresden:

But those men fared best who went through the indignities calmly and stoically,
without cringing or losing their tempers, apparently with an inner conviction that
the Communist animal terror could not break them. The Communists could not
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cope with men, it seemed to me, who insisted on remaining more than the animals
which Communists regard men to be. (Noble 37)

Several aspects of this statement are worth mentioning, especially in the contrast
between animal and human behavior. Noble’s accusation that Communists regard men
to be animals is typical. The first implication of his use of “animal” is as it contrasts the
calmness of prisoners with “an inner conviction.” That is, seeing the self
psychologically provides a mechanism for explaining the mature and “manly” behavior
of prisoners who do not simply react, “cringing or losing their tempers,” but are
insistent on remaining more than animals. But he also mentions the “Communist animal
terror” as he describes the behavior of the Gulag guards, putting the guards and
Communist ideals in the same low estate as prisoners who have sacrificed the “inner
conviction” of the psychological, autonomous self. The ability to be calm in the face of
terror is one implication of autonomy to the nature of the self. Authors who refer to
autonomy’s sacrifice imply nothing less than the degradation of the humanity of the
subjects in question.

Bertram Wolfe, whose favor for Western rationalism is mentioned abcve, also
reviewed a book by Alexander Weissberg entitled In Sovier Inferno. As a dedicated
Communist, Weissberg, an Austrian Jew, accepted an invitation to develop his work as
a physicist in the Soviet Union. Five years later, his wife was arrested and imprisoned
on a weapons charge, and for plotting the death of Stalin—something authors of the
1950s like to claim Stalin must have believed about nearly everyone in the Soviet Union
during the purge years. His attempt to intervene on behalf of his wife and subsequent
arrest and imprisonment provide the background for his book. Wolfe’s review ends with
a comment that makes clear the importance of autonomy in his evaluation of Weissberg.
“Thanks to a brave spirit and an unquenchable intellect, the over-all effect of the

entrance into the inferno of the purges with Dr. Weissberg is one of deepened
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