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The palisade
of Auschwitz

An image

A paradox of the concept of history: when it refers to the
human construction of reality over time, history becomes a
great cry, an expression, unattainable through knowledge,

of the multiplicity of human experience; as a form of narration
of this experience, however, history selects its silences:

it ignores some voices, gags others and definitively buries
some experiences so as to make space for only a certain few.

Yet, hiStOfy as knowledge is secularly expected to be the highest instance of truth.
The ruling of posterity is transferred to history as knowledge. Of no other discipline is

so much demanded. Certainly not of literature and its peripheries —literary criticism,
literary theory, cultural studies— or of philosophy or art. Only historians are summoned
to appear in the courts that judge silences, omissions and distortions. And this is the case,
no doubt, because the historian is telling the history of barbarism when he or she wants
to talk about the history of culture. Because any story is susceptible to being inquired into,
questioned or, as Walter Benjamin wished, to being brushed against the grain.

Brushing against the grain means re-inverting the order, altering the sign of the variable:
to oblige addition when the desire is for subtraction and vice versa. The metaphor of the
historian as detective is pertinent. It is also the metaphor of Crime and Punishment, which
can be read as a judgment on history as narration. Let’s take a brief look. Raskolnikov is
caught in the delirium of being another. Of being Napoleon, of being a new Napoleon.

Of paying the price of first being a criminal so as to be absolved subsequently by history
to the extent that it has been able to convert the first criminal act into something that is
beneficial for society because he is able to turn himself into a benefactor of humanity. But
Raskolnikov is at once assailed by astonishment: the murder of the old woman does not
give him the initial energy he needs for his personal redemption and that of humanity.
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On the contrary, the delirium is accentuated and the malaise threatens his life. Expiation
in this crisis will be offered him by the judge in charge of investigating the old woman’s
murder, Porfiry Petrovitch. At the price, however, of his confession, his being condemned,
his imprisonment and his return to Christianity, which sanctions the uselessness of

any human action in being able to make a better world. The end of Kant’s imperative
autonomy, the return to religious ways of giving sense to the world and the implicit
refutation of any history that is other than that of salvation.

What does Porfiry Petrovitch offer Raskolnikov to make him shed his delirium and
agree to confession? A counter-story, a history of the silences hidden in Raskolnikov’s
explanation. These silences are precisely the lacunae in the protagonist’s argument, what
he premeditatedly leaves out so as not to alter the logic of his account. The detective
Petrovitch deactivates the story that justifies the violence. At the price of denying any
force that justifies autonomous human action.

Logic, precisely, is what breaks through silences. It is their creator, strictly speaking.
Historical narrative, insofar as it is a credible and hence “logical” explanation, has to
conceal violence, which is precisely the midwife of history. It is frequently claimed that
there were three stages in the development of history as an academic discipline: the first
—until practically 1848— is characterised by politico-diplomacy and the State is its object
of study. The second, economic and social, identifies class conflict in the struggle for
power as its driving force, and its crisis begins in the 1970s. Finally, the anthropological
and cultural phase, which in its latest post-modern and relativist version is still operative,
would place its emphasis on defining social groups and individuals by selecting specific
cultural features that condition them or mark their actions in response to external events.

In the first phase, violence is part of the early and necessary manifestations of the
construction of state powers. States are violent because they are able to monopolise the
use of violence and make it legitimate and then to restructure this violence into war,
which is the natural means of resolving conflicts of hegemony. In the second phase,
violence is the product that derives from the clash between the classes that are struggling
for power. The legitimacy of this violence is justified by a logic of enemy against enemy
that obliges one to think of the other as belonging to a class that must be subjugated or
destroyed. Its necessity is analysed as an effect of the project of social collectives that

are faced with the impossibility of modifying the structures within which human lives
develop. Here, violence would be the result of the struggle for power, but not a constituent
of power, as in the first case. The third phase sees violence as a dysfunction, as a
disturbance in the cultural narration of a group, as the effect of an irruption by the other,
or the appearance of an element that interrupts the normal reproduction of the group’s
identity. In all three cases, however, violence is derived and fortuitous. The greatest
silence of history as narration is precisely this. The cry that results from this violence is
silenced in historical narratives.

Yet, those explanations of history that refuse to set out both “the past as it has been” and an
“explanation of the past as credible re-creation” or, in other words, explanations that come not
from the mere application of methods but from the attempt to find answers to the different
ways of formulating the question of why the past represents itself in
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the way that it does, are confronted with the obligation of identifying the forms of violence
that have been exercised to obtain the silences necessary for offering some image of this past.

An image, yes. A diorama. Reconstructing the violence that has enabled the characters
that people the dioramas to be transformed into figures of wax and identifying the
processes of selection of these characters, revealing the dynamics of its logic, its variability
and adaptation to changing circumstances, observing its hic et nunc, which is to say

its past condition as present, how it was therefore eventually submitted to resistance,
threats, confrontations, and inquiring into the process of its consolidation in the past of
the present that will then become future and, for future generations, a description of that
past as it was: destroying these silences is a task of knowledge. In their representation
the diorama and the image abolish dynamics, a process, a conflict, and a contradictory
interplay of hopes, some of which are broken so as to permit the emergence of new
realities. History as human experience is not moral. The historian can be moral when he
or she asks about the causes and effects of these kinds of violence.

The question about violence is the historical question par excellence, the answers to
which make it possible to formulate other silences: the exclusion and oppression of
women, genocide, extermination, colonialism, feudalism, resistance to these processes

of destruction, isolation and alienation. But one must avoid turning this violence into

an omni-comprehensible metaphysical instance. Into a kind of deus ex machina that is
open to universal explanation. The historian has the obligation to return to the historic
moment its gravidity, the set of possibilities that are taking shape at any given point, that
give it form. Only thus can one make the violence intelligible. Violence, too, has its hic et
nung, its domesticity and its singularity. Let us consider an example.

The Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum houses a collection of photographs of these two death
camps amongst which four stand out. They are four images taken by a Sonderkommando,
one of the members of the special Jewish work details that were given the task of
collecting the corpses of their gassed fellow Jews, then removing the gold in their teeth,
taking them to the crematoria ovens or the incineration pits, collecting their ashes,
reducing to powder the bones that were not completely burned and getting rid of it all in
the river. The four photographs were taken in the summer of 1944 in Crematorium v

at Auschwitz, clandestinely removed from the camp, developed and sent to the Polish
resistance on 4 September 1944. In three of them the images are recognisable. Two have
been taken after the gassing: the dead bodies of the victims, left outside the chamber
waiting to be thrown into an incineration pit. Another shows some naked women being
hustled towards a shower house, which was in reality the gas chamber of Crematorium v.
The last photograph, the one I find most interesting, cannot show anything. It is taken
into the sun— probably at some other moment of the previous sequence —and does not
enable identification of any specific object except some tree trunks. In its abstraction, the
image is really shocking because of the violent transition of blacks and whites as a result
of the over-exposure and the burning of the film. Reconstruction of what happens in this
image refers to the work of the historian who wants to remove himself from the double
violence of what the image represents but cannot because the condition of its production
was marked by great danger —not of death but that it might have been impossible

to capture any image— and by the silence imposed on this violence that creates the
process of reality that this impossible image expresses. It is a good idea to place these




photographs, as Georges Didi-Huberman has done, next to another, this time taken by

an anonymous German soldier or officer, of the camouflaging palisade of Crematorium

v at Auschwitz-Birkenau. The photograph is taken from inside. One can see a wall of
beech trees in which the gaps between the trees are filled by a palisade of branches and
brushwood, which the prisoners of the special work units had to replace and repair every
so often. The filling-in shown in the image is total. Nothing can be seen of the outside
world and nothing of the interior is perceptible from outside the camp except for the
smoke from the chimneys.

In his film Shoah, the director Claude “T}IC }list()riall CaIl })C

Lanzmann interviews an ss officer from

Treblinka. I reproduce below, (translated) ll/l()ral VVlleIl }16 or S}le

from the Spanish version of the book

of the film, the declaration of the latter as k S ab out [}he causes

about the desire of the Nazis to avoid .

any filtering of any information or image an d G‘]C]Le cts ()]C th ese
related with the secret that surrounded . . 9

the death camps. “The ‘tube’ (the walkway kinds of Vl()lCIlCC

that connected the unloading ramp of the

trains with the gas chambers) was about a hundred metres long and four metres wide {...).
They were surrounded by high palisades”. “Walls?” asks Lanzmann. “No, no, wire fencing
very closely interwoven with branches, pine branches. Do you understand?

It was called ‘camouflage’. There was a camouflage commando of twenty Jews who went
to get branches every day (...) in the woods. And everything was covered. Everything,
everything. They couldn't see out (people going to the gas chambers through the ‘tube’),
neither right nor left. Absolutely nothing. You couldn’t see through it {...)

Impossible to see through it”.

“Absolutely nothing”. As Godard has said, “L’oubli de I'extermination fait partie de
I'extermination”. In the era of radio and cinema, the Nazis wanted and almost managed
to create such a thick wall of silence around the crime that they perpetrated that it was
on the point of being simply ignored. Or banalised. The relevance of using the case of
Auschwitz to talk about the silences of history is justified because Nazism represented
a voluntary acceleration and a “making coherent” —in other words, creating a coherent
combination— of processes of racism and structural violence that were regionally and
temporarily disseminated in order to bring about a millennialist and genocidal calamity
without leaving a trace. This was clearly perceived by the victims. Another of the

main witnesses in Shoah describes an interview between himself and two outstanding
leaders of the Warsaw ghetto. Jan Karski was then the courier for the underground with
the Polish Government in exile. The aim of the interview was to get Karski to take a
message to the allies that urgent action was needed to save the Jews from destruction.
This action would have even implied a change in military strategy so that the Nazis
would understand that some acts of war were clearly in reprisal for the extermination.
Before inviting him to visit the ghetto clandestinely and in order to convince him, one
of the ghetto leaders says, “We have contributed to Humanity, we have given wise men
throughout the centuries. We are at the origin of the great religions.

We are human beings”.
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“We are human beings”. The discourse runs out here because the ability to make the
young Polish courier understand has limits. The final argument is overwhelming, not
because of its forcefulness or sophistication but, on the contrary, its obviousness. The duty
of saving the Jews from certain extermination arises because they are “human beings”.
There can be no more moving idea: in all the processes of destroying communities, from
slavery to colonial expansion, the poignant affirmation of the slaves, of the vanquished,
of the victims that “we are human beings” has echoed for a long time, over slave traders,
conquerors and executioners. It must be silenced. As when the 16™ century Spanish
theologians argued about whether the American Indians were human beings or not and,
therefore, whether they had souls and hence had to be “saved” and respected as human
beings. These considerations certainly came too late for some Caribbean populations that
were victims of the exploitation, violence and ailments that the Europeans brought with
them. Such “estrangement” has nothing archaic or circumstantial about it. It is the first
phase of any process of dehumanisation aimed at the destruction of the victims. When
Jan Karski tells Lanzmann what it was that he saw in the ghetto, he says literally, “That
wasn’t a world. That wasn’t Humanity”.

All the silences of history have the same aim: to wipe out all evidence of the violent
process of dehumanisation that is to be hushed up.

The historian who wants to escape from the narrative, who understands that the
“tradition of the oppressed” is always threatened by the successive victories of the
oppressors, is faced with the dilemma of making his or her work harder, of having to
hone it like a knife. Because this tradition of the oppressed is not another pole of paradise,
a retrospective utopia, the world of nostalgia to be recovered. Within this tradition,

too, distortion and the lie are operative, constructing stories. It is material that must

be handled with the greatest of care. Strictly speaking, this tradition is what it is to the
extent that it is postulated as such from the present standpoint, and to the extent that it is
politically magnetised as a story to counter the dominant story. Nevertheless, the historian
has to work with this material because in it, properly treated, purged, methodically
worked, it is possible to find vestiges of the violence that have made it a thing of the past,
to show the signs of resistance to that violence, to speak of the voices that were silenced
and that bore, they too, a body of experience, a vision of an alternative world and, in
short, were a harbinger of other possible worlds. And in this way one can dismantle the
account of history as the necessary unfolding of the dominant forces, the triumph of
which was both inevitable and to be desired. And to show how, in the diorama that backs
this version, what is missing is precisely the power that it has created.

I have already said that all the subsequent silences are formulated on the basis of this
hushing-up of violence. There is no process that is not a result of it: the establishment of
patriarchal society, the social division of classes, colonial expansion, genocides. First, the
struggle for resources, then the struggle for power and, finally, the struggle for hegemony:
the material of which humanity is made creates these realities. But in the excavation

of this material, in the creation of methodological tools —the working hypothesis, new
systems of analysis and, in particular, the brush that is prepared to go against the grain—
that make it possible to capture the voices that people these silences and refute them, it
is verified that this humanity is diverse and protean and that, in its diversity, there is also
a spark of hope that the end of history —when it comes— will not present a balance in
favour of the evil that this humanity can dou
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