‘ . HO, after all, speaks today of
theannihilation of the Armen-
ians?' Adolf Hitler asked his

generals in 1939, as he told them to ‘close
’ your hearts to pity,” ‘act brutally’ and be-
have ‘with the greatest harshness’ in the
coming war in the East. It’s often assumed
that in reminding them of the genocide of
at least a million Armenians by the Otto-
man Turks during the First World War,
Hitler was referring to what he intended to
do to Europe’s Jews. But he was not refer-
ring to the Jews: he was referring to the
Poles. ‘I have sent my Death’s Head units
to the East,” he told the generals, ‘with the
order to kill without mercy men, women
and children of the Polish race or language.
Only in such a way will we win the living
space that we need.’

Over the past couple of decades, histor-
ians have been steadily uncovering the true
extent of Nazism’s genocidal ambitions in
Eastern Europe. A month before the in-
vasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941,
leading German military, economic and
agriculture officials, following the direction
indicated by Hitler and Goring, adopted a
‘Hunger Plan’ that prescribed the removal
offood supplies from the areas shortly to be
conquered, in order to feed German troops
and civilians; the inhabitants of eastern
Poland, the Ukraine and Belarus were to
be left to starve. This was soon trumped by

a more ambitious plan, pursued by the SS
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ished in Stalin’s purges later in the decade;
during the war, the transmutation of Stal-
in's vision from social revolution to patriot-
ic defence of the Russian homeland led to
the forcible deportation of millions more —
Poles, Volga Germans, Crimean Tatars and
other ethnic minorities — under conditions so
appalling that hundreds of thousands died.
Altogether, Snyder reckons, some 14 mil-
lion people perished in this part of Eur-
ope in the 1930s and 1940s as a result
of policies enacted by the Nazis and their
allies, or the Soviet Communists and theirs.
Snyder describes these countries = Poland,
Belarus, the Ukraine, the Baltic states and
the western fringes of Russia - as Europe’s
‘bloodlands’. This was where the vast
majority of Europe’s Jews lived, and they
also bore the brunt of the genocidal thrust
of Nazi policy. Initially, Snyder argues, they
were killed as useless consumers of much
needed foodstuffs. Butonce Barbarossa got
into difficulties a month after the invasion
of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941, Hitler
began to see the mass murder of the Jews
as an end in itself, an act of revenge against
an umgmed }emsh world conspiracy. At

well as l’uush men; 1nd as Gcrm an f'nrcu
suffered their first serious reverses in the
East in December, Hitler went over to an
unrestrained policy of annihilation, result-
ing in the creation of the death camps and
the murder of virtually the entire Jewish
population of the ‘bloodlands’.

Both Hitler and Stalin, Snyder argues,
began by trying to implement unrealisable
visions: respectively, the conquest of the
Soviet Union and the creation of a German-
occupied ‘living space’ in Eastern Europe;
and the rapid collectivisation of agriculture,
mainly in the Ukraine, in order to feed an
urban population created by a headlong
rush into industrial modernity. Both these
programmes failed: Hitler's armies were
stalled in July 1941, then stopped before
Moscow in December; Stalin’s collectivis-
ation met with massive resistance from the
peasantry and proved impossible to imple-
ment in the short time he had allowed. Both
dictators responded by blaming minorities
for their failure, Hitler the Jews, Stalin above
all Ukrainians, Belarussians and Poles; and
both vented their anger by killing these peo-
ple in their millions.

Snyder draws many other parallels be-
tween the motivation and behaviour of the
two dictators in their policies of genocide
and mass murder. Are they convincing? Cert-
ainly, scapegoating played a role in Stalin’s
terror, but so did his desire to create a new
elite by eliminating the old, and his determ-
ination to modernise the country atall costs.
These policies weren't confined to the col-
lectivisation campaign in the Ukraine, but
were directed against the entire population

of the Soviet Union. Snyder’s claim thatthe

people of Soviet Russia were far less likely
to be touched by Stalin’s terror than nation-
al minorities in the ‘bloodlands’ doesn’t
stand up to scrutiny. The starvation policy
of the early 1930s was directed not spec-
ifically against Ukrainians but against kul-
aks, allegedly well-off peasants, who in-
cluded many inhabitants of Soviet Russia -
and Ukrainian peasants were themselves
incited by Stalin’s political police to kill the
more prosperous Don Cossacks in their
thousands.

Other groups too, such as Kazakh nom-
ads, were starved in huge numbers. Stalin’s
purges affected millions of Russians; the
death rate of 10-15 per cent Snyder cites for
the inmates of the Gulag is given by Robert
Conquest in his classic The Great Terror as
a minimum, exceeded many times over in
some years; citing official Sovietdocuments,

Anne Appelbaum records that a total of

2,750,000 people died in the camps and
exile settlements under Stalin, again most
likely an underestimate. The vast majority
of these, as of the more than 28 million
Soviet citizens subjected to forced labour in

Stalin’s time, were Russians. Snyder’s relent-
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the large claims he makes for the victim-
isation of their inhabitants, sidelines the
fate of the millions of Russians who died
at Stalin’s hands.

A historian of East-Central Burope, Sny-
der hasn't really mastered the voluminous
literature on Hitler's Germany. This leads
him into error in a number of places. He
wrongly claims, for example, that Hitler
surprised his conservative allies in 1933 by
calling a snap election (the calling of elect-
ions had been part of the original coalition
deal); that Hitler dissolved the Reichstag at
this point (it was not Hitler, but Hinden-
burg, as president, who did this); that the
‘Aryanisation’ of Jewish property in Ger-
many began on a substantial scale only in
1938 (it began immediately, in 1933); that
the ‘Reinhard’ extermination camps were
shut down in 1944, when they were actually
closed the previous year because they had
done their job of killing the Jewish inhabit-
ants of the Polish ghettoes to make way for
new arrivals from the west, and not be-
cause, as Snyder states, the Red Army was
approaching; that people received ‘a sent-
ence to the concentration camp Belsen’ (they
did not; Belsen was not a concentration camp
to which people were sentenced but a hold-

ing facility, or Aufenthaltslager, which gained
its notoriety at the end of the war when it
was overwhelmed by thousands of evacuees
from other camps); and so on.

Much more seriously, Snyder's assertion
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of January 1939 that if the Jews started a
world war, they would be the ones who
would die. But while there is certainly evid-

people that all the Iews ofEurope wauld be
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" mas&murders carried out on Stalin’s
- orders in the same area, Snyder distracts
attention from what was unique about the
extermination of the Jews. That uniqueness
consisted not only in the scale of its ambit-
ion, but also in the depth of the hatred and
fear that drove it on. There was sometlung

peculiarly sadistic in the Nazis’ desire not
just to torture, maim and kill the Jews, but
also to humiliate them. SS men and not in-
frequently ordinary soldiers as well setlight
to the beards of Orthodox Jews in Poland
and forced them to perform gymnastic ex-
ercises in public until they dropped; they
made Jewish girls clean public latrines with
their blouses; they performed many other
acts of ritual humiliation that they did not
force on their Slav prisoners, however badly
they treated them in other ways. The Slavs,
in the end, were for the Nazis a regional ob-
stacle to be removed; the Jews were a ‘world
enemy’ to be ground into the dust.

Y FOCUSING exclusively on what
B he calls the ‘bloodlands’, Snyder also

demeans, trivialises or ignores the
suffering of the many other Europeans who
were unfortunate enough to fall into Nazi
hands. Thus the eight million foreigners
working in the Reich in the latter stages of
the war were not all ‘from the East’ as Sny-
der claims — one and a quarter million of
them were French, more than half a mil-
lion were Italian, and nearly half a million
were Belgian or Dutch. The killing of up
to 200,000 mentally handicapped and sick
Germans by Nazi doctors gets a brief para-
graph; the hundreds of thousands of Ger-
man and Western European Jews who were
murdered are dismissed in a little more than
a page; sites of mass murder that lie outside
Snyder’s ‘bloodlands’ and where the killings
were not perpetrated by the Nazis or the
Soviets are dealt with in equally perfunctory
fashion. The 300,000 Serbs slaughtered by
ethe fascist reg roatia, the

ime 1n C 300,000
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those who fell victim to the murderous pol-

icies pursued by the two dictators. Some of
these accounts are given at the beg:nnmg
of the book without the victims’ names be.
ing mentioned; then, in a cheap rhetorical
trick, in the opening paragraph of the final
chapter, entitled ‘Humanity’, he restores
their identity to them by giving us their
names. But merely naming them does not
restore their humanity.

For that to happen, we would need to
know much more about them than can be
conveyed inasingle paragraph at either end
of the book, a paragraph that covers no
fewer than five individual victims. They re-
main essentially without human contours,
as do all those whose fate is mentioned in
this book: just names, no more. As a result
the insertion of their stories into the narrat-
ive seems merely gratuitous. ‘The Nazi and
Soviet regimes turned people into num-
bers,” Snyder says at the end of the book:
‘It is for us as humanists to turn the num-
bers back into people.’ But for all the self-
congratulation exhibited in this portentous
exhortation, and in the sentimentality with
which he briefly recounts the stories of in-
dividual victims, he fails in this task. To
succeed, he would have needed to explore
the lives of his emblematic victims in far
more detail, using diaries, letters, personal
testimonies, on the model of Saul Fried-
linder’s recent, deeply moving The Years of
Extermination.

Equally anonymous are the men who
planned and executed the atrocities. Snyder
shows no interest in their character or mot-
ivation, in what turned them into torturers
Nor does h

and killers. e have much to say



